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CAN LABOR CATCHUP?
| certainly am naét a psition to comment on
[Work] heartily, as serving the Lord . . . these matters specifically,nfgcompetence does
Colossians 3:23 not extend to making judgments about the precise

detailsthat have causedthe present state dff
The lid is off, the prices are rising, and labor isfairs. When it comes to labor and labor relations,

trying its level best to catch up. | am alayman, as arenost of us, in fadven

In the United States, labor felt hamstrung during laboring men are. Thosewho man the machines
the period of artificial price controlsand wage and who drive the big steelrigs are more often
guidelines that cut into the real purchasing power thannot as confused as anyone by what's happen
of laboring people. The controls . argone now. ing. The decisions regarding wage and fringe bene
So are the guidelines.And as they are being fit packages are not made in the cabs of tractors

abandoned, double digit inflation is scaring us halfand within the eerie, strangelight of an under
to deathNo wonder labor is on the move. It has ground mine. They are made by the labor leaders,

been bit by the catch-upbug, and it hasa bad and there is a great deal that goes into determin
case of catch-up fever. ing thesepackages.But | think aI.Iof us cannot
Already the resultsare being felt. In Chicago, help but feel that a few questions are in order.

lllinois, cementtruck drivers sat on their hands, | What about the man who enduresweek after
champingat the bitfor nineweeks,an strike for week of bitter strike to gain benefits that will pay
higherwages, while the best part of the year f(Lr him back for his trouble only afteany years
building slipped away. In the United States,the what about him? What about the man who rides
man days lost bytrikes has jumped dramatically.  with fear when he takes his truck out on the Inter
In January, there were 1.9 million days lost, in state, afraid he might get shot for doing his job?
May, the figure was _6.2 million. There were moreWhat about the rank and file people who would
strikes iduly than at any time since World War like to settle and get back to work, but who are
Il. And what the last quarterwill bring is any threatened with violence if they do?

body's guesdhe coal miners' contracts run out in But an even more basic questionis just this:
November,and with coal looking more attractive where is all this going to lead us? It was very dis

than ever, the merwho go downinto the mines turbing to notice that during the very same period
and work the tipples have never been in a better the demandsf labor were gathering momentum,
positionto geta piece of the, action. productivityactually declined.There seemsto be

The catch-up fever that now moves labor to seedomething extremely self-defeating about the pell
higher wages in North America reflecé similar mell rush to greater wages and greater fringe
eventsin other parts of the world. Great Britain benefits, for as soon as higher wages are achieved,
has not yet recovered frbine devastating strike they are wiped out by the inflation the wages
in the coal industrythat put its factorieson re themselvebhave generated.Don't get me wrong.
duced schedulesln Australia,the Bulletin carries | don't want to blame inflation only upon the cost
articlesthat call 1974"A black year for strikes." of labor.Not at all. But it is a major contributor
Down underthe labor scene is very bleak. to inflation which mustnot be overlooked.One

2 economist, Alan Greenspan, pointed out thatin 500
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of the 600 strikesin which the Federal Mediation
ond Conciliation Service is currently involved, cost
of-living clauses are being built into contracts.
This builds inflation into the economy. Greenspan
says, "We're getting this inflation so deeply en
trenched.--

In this situationcan labor ever expect to catch
.up? | think we haveto answer that question with
a very frank and realistic negative. It will never
catch up.Labor at thepresent moment finds itself
in the position expressedin the curious but true
aphorism, "The faster | go, the behinder | get."
Catch-up feveris a very distressing disease. There
is no cure for it, because that which labor wants
so badly to catch is getting further and further
oway, the harder labor - triesto catch it. |

Before going further, however, we should notice
that catch-up fever is very contagious,and there "
is no reason tothink thatit is found withinabor
only, northat it will becontainedwithin that sec :
tor of oursociety.As a matter of fact, labor itself
very likely caught this disease from othefatch
up fever is an expression of a very common malady
called greed. And one can hardly blame labor
for trying to achieve some of the advances which
other elementsin society have already achieved.
Politicians seem capable of reaping great personal
benefit and reward. And big businessgenerates
huge profits which seem out of line to many
observers.

There can be no question that every area of our
economic life is suffering from simple greed, and
we must expect that from time to time this disease
will break out in furious bouts of catch-up fever.
This is an exceedingly vicious matter, actually, and
it may not be very long before communitiesthat
have enjoyed relative tranquility may have the un
welcome opportunity ofviewing the horrible civil
chaos that results when economic events get out of
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hand. If we are just going to go round and round,
with each sector of society going after moreand

more, there is going to come a time when the pres
sures will become intolerable and somethingwill

have to give. When that happens, getout of the

way.

So far as the game of catch-up is concerned, ul
timately everybody is going to lose unless some
thing entirely different enters the picture and there
is a basic change in our attitudesand points of
view.And, if | may say so, this is not going to
happen unless more afs start taking Jesus Christ
seriously and start finding out what the implica
tions of Christianity are for earning a living.

Don't laugh. If it seemsfunny to you that |
introduce the Bible and the religion of Jesus
Christ into our rough and tumble worldyou may
be sure that the degree to which it seemsfunny
is the measure of the depth of our trouble. The
religion of the Lord Jesus Christ presented to us in
the Bible is the religion of marveloussanity and
sense, and ifwe laugh at it orfeel that it is not
practical to talk about it, we reveal our own devia
tion from sanity. The dog-eat-dog mentality that we
have come to acceptas normal in our economic
life is a perversion of what human life should be.

Those who feel that the religion of Jesus is fine
for religious fanatics and those who make their liv
ing marrying and burying people, but it has nothing
to say about terrifying economic events, have been
dreadfuly misinformedabout the nature of Chris
tianity. The religion that appears within the Bible
is nothing if itis not practical-and | mean prac
tical in the deepest, most significant sense. Let's
take o look at the Bible, at Jesus, and at the
powerful impact the Christion faith must hove upon
real life.

The God revealed in th@ Bible is concerned fully
obout the kind of justice we want to see in our
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economiclife. The first chapter of the Old Testa
ment book oflsaiah records God's thundering ad
dress to a people who were very accustomedto
holding solemn assemblies and conducting im
pressive liturgies, but who were blind as bots when
it come to social inequitiesthat were right before
their eyesWe read, "l cannot endure iniquity and
solemn assembly.Your ... appointed feasts my
soul hates. . . When you spread forth your hands
| will hide my face from you; even though you
make many prayers, | will not listen; your hands
are full of blood. Wash yourselves;make your
selves clean; remove the evil of your doingsom
before my eyes; cease to -do evil, learn to do
good; seek justice, correctoppression;defend the
fatherless,plead for the widow" (vv. 13-17).
Immediately after this pulverizing rejection of re
ligious formalities and this unmistakable coll to
social righteousness, there is whedl-known gospel
announcementof a salvation that God con bring
to people who ore encumberedwith ugly sins: ;
"Come now, let us reason together, says the Lore?
though yoursins ore like scarlet, they shall bas
white as snow; though they ore red like crimson,
they shall become as wool" (v.18).Those who
properly apply these words to their own lives and
use them to expresstheir own hope for renewal
and cleansingshould understand that God's prom
ise of cleansing was expressedinitially in a con
text in which on entire notion was called to right
eousness.There con be no question thatthe God
revealed in theBible is grieve'd by the selfishness,
greed, injustice, exploitation, and economic chaos
that now marks our day-by-day life. He calls us
to change, and He provides the resources so that
change can begin to occur.
If we meet aGod of justicein the Old Testa
ment, we meet the some God with a fulness in the
New Testamentthat helps us even further as we
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try to determine how we should approach our
great economic problems.With the coming of the
Lord Jesus Christ, the second person of the Trinity,
who lived, died, and rose again to establish a new
cr@otion, we see that it is possible for our doy-by
doy life to be transformed. Jesus established a re
ligion that viewed all of life as a unity, a religion
in which a person who believed in the Lord and

who was filled with His Spirit was able to live His
total life inthe service of this Lord. Through Jesus,
new motivationswere introduced and new possi
bilities for full service to Christ all the time become
o reality.

Jesus is the great King of creation, the person
through whom all things were mode and the person
in whom all things hold together. Thus, He brought
to the world a vision of a salvation that showed
people how to do their doily work in the name
of the Lord Jesus Christ.

An example of what Christianity and conversion
con do for a person is given in the fascinating little
book in the New Testamentcalled Philemon. Let
me tell you about itvery briefly. Remember, that
was a different world bock then. There were
slaves then. We ore against slavéogay, but that
doesn't mean we don't hove it. A person who hos
sold his life to a company and mortgaged himself
to the hilt comes pretty close to what a_slave was
in the days when the Bible was written.

Philemon was a businessman in Colossoe. He had
a man who worked for him called Onesimus.
Onesimus got fed up with working for Philemon
and left. He stole from Philemon as well. In Rome,
Onesimus come in contact with the apostle Paul
in prison. There Onesimuswas converted and be
come a believer in the Lord Jesus Christ. He re
pented ofhis sinful ways and become a new man
in Christ. When that happened, the apostle Paul
sent him bock to Philemon. This is what Paul wrote
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when he sent Onesimus back: " [ Phi lemon]) am
sending [ Onesimus] back to you. . | would

have been glad to keep him with me, in order that
he might serve me on your behalf ... bull pre
ferred to do nothing without your consent in order
that your goodness might not be by compulsion

but of your own free will. Perhaps this is whhe

was parted from you for a while, that you might
have him back forever, no longer as a slave but
more than a slave, as a beloved brother, especially
to me but how much more to you, both in the
flesh and in the Lord"" (V2-16).

What all this means is that the apostle Paul
viewed the gospel of the Lord Jesus Christ and the
salvationwhich Onesimus had received as a power
that was able to bringenewal between Onesimus
and Philemon. Before Onesimus' conversion there
had been conflict, opposition, and even dishonesty.F
Both Onesimus and Philemon were probably at
fault. But when Onesimus came back, he came
with a letter which showed how things would be
different now that he had been converted. Now
Onesimusand Philemonwere brothersin the Lord
Jesus Christ,and that made all the differendéhe
conflict, the opposition, the jealousy, the lack of
considerotion,the competition,the grudging servi
tude---all this was to drop away because both
Onesimus and the man he worked for served Jesus
Christ.

Christianity is able to bring somethinginto the
world of work and labor that can be brought in no
other way. What can it bring? The book of Colos
sians in the New Testamentanswersthis question
when it shows us the attitude that con mark work
ingmenwho know Jesus.This attitude is described
this way: "Whatever your task, work heartily, as
servingthe Lord and not men, knowing thatfrom
the Lord you will receive the inheritanceas your
reward; you are serving the Lord Christ" (3:23, 24).
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This is addressed to workingpeople; those who
are charged with the often menial, ardumdipus
work that must be done domr society. Those who
know the Lord Jesus Christ as their Savior and
Lord have the opportunity to view the very work
of their hands as a service which they offer to the
Lord. Christianitygives ordinary people the vision
that enables them to see beyond their sales man
ager, their foreman or their boss, beyond their pay.
check and their pension to the Lord Jesus Christ.
They know that in some mysterious way, their daily
performancepasses continuouslybeneath His scru
tiny, too, and they know that they are serving
Jesus.

Now, then, let me ask you this: 'will labor catch
up, as it is trying so desperately to do right now?
Will anybody ever catch up with anybody else,
if all they are motivated by is fear and selfishness
and greed? Absolutely nofo long as we all keep
trying to catch up with one another in terms of
money and benefits alone, we will destroy our
selves.

What labor needs, and what every sector of our
society needs is not to catch up, but to catch on
to understandthat unless we find somethingbe
yond material things, ousociety will self-destruct.

It is as simple as that. And that is why we had
better start making way for the gospel. Oh, the
gospel of Jesus must be preached today more than
ever before! It mustbe heralded from thehouse-
tops in all its fulness. We don't need more of a
simplisticgospel, that reduces the Christian issue

to a matter of personal salvation alone, but we

need thetotal gospel which embraces man's total
life and which lays its renewing touch on all society
as mencome back toGod. We need a muscular,
robust, relevant, and meaningful gospel, proclaimed
as that which providesall of our lives with per
spectives that can change men in their depths and
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restoreright action amongus. We need theBibli

cal gospel. We need to apply this gospel fear
lessly, even at the risk of being obnoxious and
misunderstoodto the pressingissuesof this age,
also to the massive issues that confront labor and
management.

Do | hear you say, "It can never happen. Chris-

. lianity- “is' Hri€ for the sanctuary, but you can never
take it into the pressroom or the foundry or to the
bargaining table." Don't say, "It con never hap

pen." It is happening.

Do you know that there are Christian labor
unions that are operating right now? The Christian
Labor Association, with headquarters in Grand
Rapids, Michigan, is one of them. The Christian
Labour Association of Canada is another.| don't
want to suggest to you that these unions have gol';'
everything straight and ironed out- They don't
have. Labor problems are exceedingly complex.

But these organizations are trying to btiegper .
spective of the Word of God to bear upon. the
problems thatface us.

In the magazine called Inside, an article about
the Christian Labour Association of Canada intro
duces a much needed viewpoint regarding the prob
lem of the relationship of lobor and management.
It says: "The notion that labor-monagementrela
tions are essentiallya power struggle is contrary
to the Scriptural normsfor justiceand humanre
sponsibility, and has created all kinds of problems.
On the one hand, unions have traditionally used
compulsionto bring all workersinto line and to
apply the cold rule that if youdo not belong to
the union you cannot work. On the other hand,
.companieshave insisted that the over-riding pur
pose of the business enterprise is to make as large
a profit as possible. As a result, work has been
reduced to an economic commodityand a factor
of production. Much work has been soorganized
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and fragmentedthat it cannot be experiencedas
a meaningful and rewarding task by any stretch
of the imagination. The underlying issue. oflobor
relations today is work itself."

Now that is aremarkable statement coming from
a labor union, isn't it? But thatis the kind ofin
sight that is generated when labor leaders think
under the control of Jesus and HisWord. A shift
in motivation occurs. The struggle and the class
warfare that have frequently dominated labor re
lations begin to drop away and the fundamental
issue becomes clear. Work itself becomes the issue
-how to make it meaningful and importahiow
to bestow dignity upon those who work each day.

With this we begin to see that trying to catch
up is demeaning and futile. The issioe labor is
deeper.

During 1974, a monumental book about work ap
peared. Studs Terkel wrote itt'l called Working.
It consistsof the transcripts of interviews wiil33
workers.And one of them, Nora Watson, put the
issueabout aswell as any of us could. Sheaid,
"I think mostof us are looking for a calling, not
a job. Most of us, like the assemblyline worker,
have jobs that are too small for our spirit. Jobs
are not big enough for people."

Nora Watson is right. And the Bibletim. We
need Jesus inour world. We need His salvation.
His vision.You need Him. You need Him as your
Savior. You must confess your sins and repent and
believe that He died for you at Calvary. And then
you can begin to live differently. You can begin to
work for Jesus and think in Jesus' name.

On the long run, it's not going to make any dif
ference whether any of us ever catchesup with
whomever we are chasing. The issue is work it
self. Too many people a(e. longing for quittin' time.
The montony has become too depressing. The ashes
of stifling materialismare drifting down, choking
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us and accumulating around our ankles, holding us
fast.

What we need now are men and women who
work with all their heart and who work for Jesus.
We must bring the insightsof the Word of God
into our workaday worldIf too manyof us think
that what we've just heard isimpractical,we will
find thatit won'tbe long and chaos and destruc
tion will catch up with us.

The message printed in this pamphlet was heard over the
Back to God Hour, which is broadcast every Siumday
co-operationwith the Christian ReformedChurchesof

America, in QueenslandNew South Wales, Victoria,
Tasmaniaand WesternAustralia, and by shortwave
throughoutge world.
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