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 Labor Day 
 Psalm 139:13-16 & John 16:21 
 A sermon by William M. Klein 
  
   1 September 2019 
 

21 When a woman is in labor, she has pain, because her hour has come.  But when her 
child is born, she no longer remembers the anguish because of the joy of having brought a 
human being into the world.  (Jn. 16:21 NRSV) 
 
13 It was You who created my conscience;1 You fashioned me in my mother’s womb. 14 I 
praise You, for I am awesomely, wondrously made; Your work is wonderful; I know it 
very well. 15 My frame was not concealed from You when I was shaped in a hidden place, 
knit together in the recesses of the earth.  16 Your eyes saw my unformed limbs; they were 
all recorded in Your book; in due time they were formed, to the very last one of them.  (Ps. 
139:13-16 Jewish Study Bible) 
 

1 
 A group of women gather in the church parlor to knit prayer shawls each 2nd and 
4th Monday mornings.  I don't know how long it takes to knit one of these shawls…but the 
records show they have knit many hundreds of them since the program began thirteen 
years ago.   
 Each prayer shawl is a labor of love.  Each has been a very rich blessing to those 
who have been on the receiving end of one of these stunning gifts. 
 Once completed they are placed on or in a cabinet in the hall outside Room 113.  
Small ones are knit with babies in mind and are given to families when they bring their 
infant for the sacrament of baptism.  The other shawls are larger…and anyone can pick 
one up to give it to someone who may be sick or grieving or lonely.  In fact, that is what 
these prayer shawls are for.  There is no charge for them.  They are meant to be given 
away as expressions of care and concern and love. 
 Again and again I hear from folk who have received one of these prayer shawls.  
This simple act of kindness has brought comfort to many people.  One person said that 
when she was laid low by chemotherapy she would wrap the shawl around her shoulders 
and feel not just the arms of Christ but the arms of the community comforting and 
supporting her.  She had no doubt the prayer shawl and what it represented were an 
instrument of God's healing grace in her recovery.   
 In case you wonder, a prayer shawl doesn't contain magical properties.  It will not 
cure an illness in and of itself.  But I don't think you could convince those who have been 
given a prayer shawl that it was not a conduit of healing.  And if and when physical 
healing occurs, sight of the shawl strewn over a sofa or chair reminds him or her of that 
difficult season in their life when God's love was showered upon them. 
 Let me read for you the note placed on every prayer shawl that is delivered by one 
of you to a friend in need: 
 

This Prayer Shawl was created by one of the members of Lexington Presbyterian Church 
with heartfelt thoughts and prayers.  May it bring you comfort in the days and weeks 
ahead.  Know that it was created for you and with prayers racing heavenward for your 
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strength, serenity, patience, and grace…for your yesterday, for today, and for tomorrow.  
May it bring you comfort and remind you that you are surrounded by not only God's love, 
but by the love of friends, family, and the community.   
 

 After worship go by and look at the prayer shawls.  Remember they are there…and 
when you know of someone who could use one, return and pick just the right colored one 
to give her or him.  And…if you would like to join the knitters, I know they would be 
delighted to have you join them on the 2nd and 4th Monday mornings. 

2 
 A moment ago we read a portion of Psalm 139.  We read, "…it was you (O God) 
who formed my inward parts; you who knit me together in my mother's womb."   
 God as a "Divine Knitter."  God who carefully, fearfully, wonderfully knit each of 
us.  God who numbers the hairs on our heads.  God who knows our inmost parts.  God 
who knows our thoughts even before we fashion them into prayers.2  God who made you 
and me a little lower than the angels and crowned us with glory and honor.3   
 God, the divine knitter, the original knitter, knit the heavens and the earth…and 
then knit each one of us in our mothers' womb.4  For that reason we are, as the psalmist 
declared, awesomely and wonderfully made. 
 We do not often enough ponder who we are in this way.  We do not often enough 
take to heart who we are as an act of God, the knitter.  Frequently we ponder who we are 
as a result of our parents or our academic credentials or our street address.  We often 
ponder who we are in terms of our income level and social standing.  This being Labor 
Day we ponder and even glorify what we accomplish through our labors, our hands, and 
the creativity of our minds.5  But too little do we ponder the very real fact that we exist as a 
result of God’s labor.  Too little do we ponder who we are in God's eyes…who God knit us 
to be…that we are precious, so precious, to our Maker. 
 And too often we tend to focus upon bad things…upon the awful things people do 
to one another and to themselves.  When we use the expression "human nature" we don’t 
have anything good in mind, do we?  We say, "Oh, that is just ‘human nature,’" as a way of 
saying, "you can't expect much from any of us."   
 But I want to challenge that notion.  "Human nature" is a wonderful and glorious 
thing.  It is God who made us and we are his.  Easter highlights the wonder of the 
Incarnation…of God taking on our flesh in the person of Jesus.  God valued human nature 
so much he chose to become one of us thereby giving unimagined dignity to human life.   
 When we as people of faith think of "human nature" we shouldn’t think of how 
humans do cruel and hateful thing.  We should think of John 3:16 - "God so loved the 
world that he gave his only begotten Son…"  We are meant to remember who knit us…and 
that when we are most human, when we are truly human, we glorify God, the Divine 
Knitter.  When we are the people God made us to be then who we are and what we say 
and do leads people to praise God for making us. 

3 
 The eminent Jewish theologian and rabbi of the last century, Abraham Joshua 
Heschel, believed one of the most important daily problems we face is how to remember 
we are fundamentally the work of God's hands.  Here is one way Heschel sought to face 
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that daily problem.  He wrote: "Every morning I take a piece of cloth…a prayer-shawl…I 
wrap myself in it and say:  How precious is Thy kindness, O God…"6 
 For Heschel the prayer shawl was a reminder that no matter what was happening 
to him or around him…God's goodness and mercy never cease…they are new every day 
and as sure as the sunrise.7  And it reminded him who he was…one loved by God, one 
who was fearfully and wonderfully made, one who was the apple of God's eye.8 
 Some of you will remember seeing a bumper stick that read:  "God didn't make no 
junk."  Abraham Heschel’s prayer shawl helped him remember he was not junk.  As filled 
with faults and failings and doubts and insecurities as he knew he was, he also knew he 
was fundamentally a labor of God's love.  God had made him, just as he made each of us… 
and so he would not allow anyone or anything undermine what he knew was most true 
about him. 

4 
 How would you and I be different if we let only the One who knit us in our 
mother's womb define us?  How would this church be different if we let only the grace of 
the Lord Jesus Christ, love of God, and communion of the Holy Spirit define us?  How 
would our society be different if we helped it learn their true identity, too? 
 In a few minutes we will be given an invitation to share the Lord's Supper.  In the 
words of the psalmist we will have an opportunity to "taste and see that the Lord is 
good."9  At this table we find nourishment.  At this table we are reminded that what is 
most true about us is that we are loved.  As we gather, as we eat and drink, God will be 
knitting us together again into the Body of Christ.  And then as we file out onto the streets 
of Lexington, we will go forth to declare in word and deed the wonderful works of God.  
 You have been knit together and magnificently made in order to love your Divine 
Knitter and one another.  Fundamentally that is who you are.  Tomorrow as you observe 
Labor Day…may the Spirit of God help you believe you are awesomely and wonderfully 
made.  Amen. 
 
        Lexington Presbyterian Church 

120 South Main Street 
Lexington, Virginia  24450 
www.lexpres.org 

Endnotes: 
                                                           
1 According to the Jewish Study Bible the word translated here as “conscience” and in the NRSV as “inward parts” in 

Hebrew is literally the word “kidneys.” 
2 See Matthew 6:8. 
3 See Psalm 8:5. 
4 Daniel, Lillian.  2013.  When "Spiritual But Not Religious" Is Not Enough.  E-book edition.  NY: Jericho Books, Loc. 

718.  One of her chapter titles is “the Divine Knitter.”   
5 Labor Day was created by the labor movement in the late 19th century and became a federal holiday in 1894. 
6 Heschel, Susannah. ed.  2011.  Abraham Joshua Heschel: Essential Writings.  Maryknoll, NY:  Orbis Books, 183. 
7 See Lamentation 3:22-23. 
8 See Psalm 17:8 & Zechariah 2:8. 
9 See Psalm 34:8. 


