
Session Six

Work/Life Balance
Opening Prayer
Read this prayer aloud together:

God our Creator, 
we know that you are here among us.

Quiet our restless minds 
and help us let go of all of our worries 

and concerns for a time.

Forgive us for anything we have done 
that has caused division instead of unity, 

hurt instead of healing,
despair instead of hope. 

Turn our hearts back to you and your laws of love.

Amen.

Sharing
Did you have an opportunity to be in solidarity with
another unemployed worker or someone who was 
hurting since we last met? Please share.

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

The phrase "spirituality of work" must pertain to all 
productive human effort that is in accord with the 
will of God— not just paid employment, but raising
a family, attending church and community 
meetings, doing volunteer activity, as well as 
seeking new employment. Balancing the work of 
being unemployed with the work of the rest of our 
lives is one of the major spiritual tasks of 
unemployed workers. We can either allow our 
unemployment to drive a wedge into our family, 
community, and church relations, or use it to 
enhance those relationships.

Terrence Fisher comments: "A person's prestige as 
breadwinner, his or her status as provider, can be 
severely reduced by being unemployed. Self-worth 
is shaken, and the person is tempted to vent anger 
and frustration on the family."

"There is always tension in the family when a 
member is unemployed," notes Joseph Belechak. "A
husband, for example, could be out of work for a 
long time, and the wife will take a job. She might 
stop to meet her friends on the way home and the 
husband will become upset. I tell the husband to 
remember how he used to stop with his friends. The 
wife might not really understand his grieving. 
Prolonged unemployment can lead to depression, 
abuse of spouse or children in some cases, 
despondency, and even suicides. I try to tell 
unemployed workers that they are not alone, not 
failures. I struggle against their sense of 
worthlessness." 

Unemployed workers sometimes react with a wide 
range of negative emotions and actions. They may 
feel self-pity about their own circumstances, express
jealousy toward friends or spouse, or treat family 
members badly. They may even adopt self-
destructive strategies. "In a small area of affluent 
Fairfield County, Connecticut," reports Jay Davis, 
"there were a couple dozen—maybe thirty-five—
households where unemployed executives 
abandoned their families and moved into small 
apartments. Some used alcohol to escape their 
family responsibilities."

Managers and professionals may be hardest hit by 
the psycho-social effects of unemployment, says 
Fortune magazine. Of 1,000 unemployed executives
using one job placement firm, 19 were identified as 
suicidal. "Those who don't get severance pay equal 
to several months' salary can quickly find 
themselves depleting savings or going into debt" 
reports Fortune.

Blue-collar workers are no less immune to the pain 
of unemployment, and often their situation is much 
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more desperate. An article in U.S. News & World 
Report cites Jerry Brown, a 41 year-old former 
meatpacker in Detroit, who has been out of a job for
three months. Brown "feels his stomach growl from 
hunger and his fingers sting from cold. The 
unemployed laborer stares blankly at passersby but 
says nothing; his sign—a flimsy plywood square 
with the jagged inscription, 'Will work for food'-
says everything. Those simple words have helped 
Brown secure twenty dollars worth of ditch digging 
but not much else, and, as his misery mounts, he 
wonders if he will survive the bitter winter that has 
descended on the economy."

Bad feelings and challenging circumstances cannot 
be avoided in a time of unemployment, but the 
spirituality of work can focus those feelings and 
guide the unemployed worker in balancing them 
with the other aspects of his or her life. "A healthy 
spirituality for the entire family is necessary for the 
ordeal," says Davis. "What else can prevent the 
anger and frustration from coming out in a harmful 
way?" 

"As part of our spirituality of work during my 
unemployment," says Craig Gibson, "my wife and I 
discussed with our friends the importance of shared 
faith and reflection. Such discussions helped us 
recognize and express gratitude for all we have, 
despite the trials we were undergoing." While he 
was unemployed, Gibson learned that his father had 
developed cancer. His mother also has a recurring 
cancer and had just completed eight months of 
radiation therapy and chemotherapy. "My faith 
helped me level the peaks and valleys of all the 
challenges I faced," says Gibson. "It allowed me to 
see the sickness in my family, my own 
unemployment, and other personal challenges in a 
larger perspective. Since God has worked out so 
much providentially in the past, I know that God 
will continue to work in some good way in my life. 
Unemployment can be an occasion for faithful 
reflection."

Faith that reflects on God's goodness in our personal
and communal history allows us to check or refocus
our anger or frustration. Otherwise we can end up 
separated and isolated from family, church, and 
community. A healthy spirituality will not remove 
all conflict and turmoil from family relationships. It 
can, however, provide the larger context and 

broader understanding that are necessary for the 
family to remain intact.

Spirituality also fosters the virtue of generosity in 
unemployed people. "During this period of 
unemployment," notes Craig Gibson, "I can 
contribute more around the house. In the 
community, I can maintain membership on boards 
and in parish groups. This continuation on a 
voluntary basis gives me meaning above and 
beyond what I do to find a job. I maintain contact 
with people and continue to keep myself open at a 
time of transition. You never know where the new 
job leads will come from." 

"Loss of work can produce fear, devastation, and 
shock," admits Richard Byrne, executive director of
a jobs network for the unemployed, "but when 
support is identified, especially through spiritual 
resources, a new, positive outlook is possible. 
Instead of concentrating on the catastrophic, the 
unemployed worker discovers an opportunity for 
personal growth."

Unemployed workers carry a special burden in 
achieving a proper balance in their lives: they need 
to deepen their ties with family, friends, church, and
community, while at the same time re-evaluating 
and refocusing their relationship to the economic 
system. Spirituality should help unemployed 
workers reject both isolation and withdrawal, while 
at the same time seeking and accepting both 
community and challenge.

Reflection
1. What has been the biggest source of tension in your 

family resulting from your unemployment? 

2. How is your family negotiating the challenges of 
unemployment?

3. Have you found that you have been tempted to 
isolate yourself from your family, church, or other 
social groups during this time in your life? 

4. What or who has most helped you to resist isolating 
yourself during this time?
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Scripture Reading
Read this passage aloud.

Romans 8:35-39

Who will separate us from the love of Christ? Will 
hardship, or distress, or persecution, or famine, or 
nakedness, or peril, or sword? As it is written,

“For your sake we are being killed all day long;
    we are accounted as sheep to be slaughtered.”

No, in all these things we are more than conquerors 
through him who loved us. For I am convinced that 
neither death, nor life, nor angels, nor rulers, nor 
things present, nor things to come, nor powers, nor 
height, nor depth, nor anything else in all creation, 
will be able to separate us from the love of God in 
Christ Jesus our Lord.

Reflection
1. Mother Teresa, the renowned champion of the poor, 

revealed in a book (published after her death) that 
she went many, many years feeling no presence of 
God—even in the Eucharist. What is your reaction 
to such a revelation? Was she a fraud? Or do you 
find it comforting to know that someone like her 
could struggle with her own spirituality?

2. Re-read the above scripture passage to yourself. 
Does it offer you any solace?

Final Reflection
Consider these questions. They do not need to be 
discussed with the group, but can be if there is time.

What new insight, reflection, or challenge has most 
stayed with you from this series? Is there any 
change you've made that you would like to continue
long-term after this faith-sharing series is over? 

Closing Prayer
Reader: As our final session ends, O Lord, we 

give you thanks for our reflection 
together.

All: We give you thanks for our past, present, 
and future work, paid or unpaid.

Reader: We thank you for the gift of these people 
who have helped us take inventory of our 
relationship between work and 
spirituality.

All: We give you thanks for the opportunity to
serve you when we serve others.

Reader: Forgive us for the times when we have 
not treated others we encounter as Christ 
in disguise.

All: With your help, we vow to work harder to
bring your compassion, love, and justice 
to this world. Amen.
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