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Dignity can’t be diminished by unemployment
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Labor Day is a national holiday — a long weekend. But to the millions of people in this country who are unemployed and searching for work, it is a day that reminds them that in the complexities of this major economic downturn, they have fallen off the economic engines that drive this country. 

Although I cannot possibly understand what it feels like to lose one’s job in this particular recession, my acquaintance with unemployment does give me an extraordinary sense of empathy and compassion for every person, every family that is facing this kind of uncertainty, sometimes being only a step away from homelessness. 

Perhaps the most important shared value embraced by my faith tradition is the “inherent worth and dignity of every person.” 

It is my hope and prayer this day that every person who reads these words will be reminded that one’s inherent worth and dignity cannot be diminished, destroyed or taken away because of life’s problems, including losing a job and being unemployed. 

My own emotional experience with unemployment reminds me of how easy it is for the unemployed to slip into a frame of mind of somehow feeling ashamed that we are unemployed, that we are somehow diminished as persons, and that it is our fault. 

As the arrows of rejection pierce us to the core, our negative feelings can dominate our rational and more positive and hopeful thinking. 

There are people in every one of our faith communities, and outside them, who are unemployed or who know someone in their family or circle of friends who has lost a job or is about to lose a job. Macon is filled with faith communities and people of goodwill who care about individuals and families who find themselves battered and bruised by this recession. 

I believe that on some level, every faith group promotes and lives out values honoring the worth of every person. 

Sometimes the language may be different. To borrow a thought from the poet Walt Whitman, I see God in the faces of men and women. I believe that includes not just employed people but all people. 

Guided by this value, I believe that every faith community can seek and find ways to affirm the sacredness of every person, including those who are today unemployed. 

We can find ways to surround the pain, to ease the anxiety of the uncertainty, and to befriend those who need friends and support at this critical time. 

This Labor Day weekend, if you have work for which you are paid, pause and be thankful. Consider talking with the leaders of your faith community about what you can do together to live out the values of your faith tradition on this subject. If you know someone who is out of work, call them. Let them know you care and name something you admire about them. 

If you are unemployed, stay connected with family and friends who carry memories of the good and honorable person that you are. Try to do something good for yourself each day. Do something to cast a wider net and bring some unexpected joy into the life of someone else. Know that your inherent worth and dignity cannot be diminished by life’s problems. Remember William Faulkner’s words reminding us of our human capacity to “endure and prevail.” 
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