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COVID-19 reminds us of the
humanizing aspect of work
by ANTHONY BRADLEY • April 21, 2020

W
ith “shelter-in-place” orders across the country during the
2020 COVID-19 pandemic, most employees are not allowed

to enter their work places unless their work is considered “essential”
by their state and local governments. Opportunities for normal
employment have been disrupted for millions of people around the
world. Sadly, many workers have been furloughed, others laid off
entirely, and the fortunate ones, thanks to advances in technology,
are able to work from home.
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Beyond the obvious financial implications for individuals, and the
economy at large, the decline of work also has implications for how
we experience ourselves as persons. The COVID-19 pandemic
provides a sobering opportunity to revisit Pope John Paull II’s 1981
encyclical Laborem exercens on the dignity of work. We need to be
reminded why work matters for persons and their communities
beyond its capacity to help people meet their personal financial
obligations and businesses to remain open.

The encyclical opens with this prescient observation: “through work
man must earn his daily bread and contribute to the continual
advance of science and technology and, above all, to elevating
unceasingly the cultural and moral level of the society within which
he lives in community with those who belong to the same family.” In
other words, work is more than simply a means of meeting material
needs. Work is a means of facilitating the cultural and moral
dimensions of human flourishing. Work as a human activity
contributes to the common good.

In the encyclical we learn about the “objective” sense of work in
which the human person subdues and cultivates the earth, through
the use of technology, to unlock the resources of the earth. This is
more or less what we mean by “going to work” day to day. There is
also, however, the “subjective” sense of work which points us to the
affects work has on the human person as subject of work. That is, we
also must be concerned about the impact work has on the dignity of
workers. After all, work is for the human person. Work humanizes
us in transcendent ways and its telos points back to God and human
flourishing.

It is the anthropological implications of the loss of work during the
pandemic that should alarm us the most. Laborem exercens
reminds us it is through work that persons not only transform
nature, adapting it to human own needs, but the human person
“also achieves fulfilment as a human being and indeed, in a sense,
becomes ‘more a human being.’” With 16.8 million unemployment
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claims filed by mid-April alone, it sobering to think about so many
people losing opportunities to experience a crucial aspect of their
God derived humanity. If it is true that work makes us more human,
the absence of work, then, is often the birthplace of the self-
destructive pathologies that cripple human dignity, tear apart
families, and undermine communities.

Laborem exercens also teaches work is the foundation for the
formation and sustainability of family life. Work makes family life
and its sustainability possible. A stable family life is correlated with
academic success, thriving for children, and flourishing
communities. The encyclical adds that “the family is simultaneously
a community made possible by work and the first school of
work, within the home, for every person.” Gainful employment is
one of the most social stabilizing sources of human dignity and
social virtue found in society as the collaborations of human work
meet the virtuous demands of human society that form the common
good. When families thrive, communities become places that
nurture and invites the next generation to discover their role in
making a contribution to the common good. The need work because
it allows families to fulfill their role in civil society.

In sum, it is because of the humanizing aspects of work that we pray
that our economy can get back online as soon as prudently possible.
We want people to able to meet their financial obligations but we
also want people to reconnect with this important aspect of their
humanity and make their families, and communities, better places in
the process. Our political leaders would do well be reading Laborem
exercens to help provide the “why” behind needed decision-making
to move our economy forward and get Americans back to work.
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