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LABOR, ACCORDING TO THE BIBLE. 


BY THE PEASANT BONDAREFF. 


" In the sweat of thy face shalt thou knead bread: dust thou 
art, and unto dust shalt thou return." â€” Genesis, iii. ig. 


Before undertaking to treat with all my en- 
ergy of the questions of labor and idleness, let 
me explain who I am. Am I not like those who, 
in pointing out to others the good path they 
should follow, wander themselves in that which 
is evil, and most opposed to equity and right- 
eousness? 


Up to the age of thirty-seven years I worked 
as a laborer on the estate of a pomestchik* on 
the Don, named TchernozouboflF. Every one 
knows how one in that condition of life is over- 
burdened with work. Later the pomestchik 
enrolled me as a soldier, and my five children, 
being under age, remained beneath his heavy, 
intolerable 3'oke. 


When I arrived in Siberia, in 1857, with my 
wife and two children, we possessed only the 
clothes on our backs, and those had been given 
us by the State. 


	The proprietor of an estate.
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But within fourteen years I have acquired a 
small cottage with a bit of ground, so that I am 
as well off as though I had always remained a 
peasant. 


And how did I accomplish this? Simply by 
cultivating the ground. And this is the way in 
which I labored. When they reaped the grain, 
where it takes two laborers to bind the sheaves 
after the reaper, I did it alone, in spite of my 
sixty-five years of age, and the work was well 
done, the sheaves strongly bound. God is my 
witness, reader, that I tell only the truth. 


You will thus see that, while with you in the 
great world the superiority is given to the gen- 
eral, with us it is gained by the good workman. 


In strict justice, I should then have the right 
to be seated by the side of the general. By his 
side, do I say? He ought to remain standing 
before me. 


And why? asks the alarmed reader. Because 
the general eats the bread produced by my 
labor, since the reverse is not true: and this I 
will presently show in my justification. 


The reader now knows who I am. 


Have I then no reason to speak and write of 
labor and of idleness? I have it truly, and will 
use it. 


If, among the developments and reasonings 
that follow, any be found that seem useless or 
even hurtful, I desire they shall be ignored. 
They will not result from an evil intention; it is 
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that to the weakness of my mind, they have 
wrongfully seemed to contain some interest. 


You, of the higher classes, write your thou- 
sands of books. Are they less mistaken or hurt- 
ful than mine? And yet yours a're approved 
and published. 


But we, of the lower class, write this little 
essa)' for all time and in self-defence, and doubt- 
less you will reject it, as I have been assured you 
will, claiming that it possesses neither talent nor 
eloquence. It will be great injury to us, and 
even to God; and I know with great certainty 
that Heaven will one day come to our side if you 
thus reject the bread of life, which is the truth. 
\jCan you deny this truth, and live without 
food? No! In an hour you would stretch out 
3'our hand to the tree of life which is forbidden 
to you, â€” to gather the bread earned by another's 
labor, and to carry it away with you. That 
deserves thoughtH 


Therefore I pray you, reader, to have pity on 
yourself; give due thought to this question, and 
you will be reasonable. If others refuse to ex- 
amine it, you will not be responsible. 


Do I expect a recompen^se for the trouble I 
am taking? Is it for that that I labor and 
write? No; I expect but punishment for it, as 
the rich have assured me. 


If you would address your reproaches, say 
they, to an inferior class, you would receive a 
recompense; but since you stab to the quick 
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persons ot importance, you will not escape pun- 
ishment any more than you will death itself. 


But what may perhaps save you will be that 
they will destroy this work. 


One must have an aim, 1 have replied. For 
the truth we profess we must be willing to 
suffer, and even to die. But it may be that 
their fault is the gravest, and that for them wia 
be the severest punishment, as we will show 
presently. 


So I have answered the idle ones who have 
predicted for me terrible sufferings. It might 
be for my interest to speak in allegory, but I 
will not; be they angry or no, I will still take 
the straight path. 


Many rich ones, having read my writings, 
are offended by them. " You write," they say, 
" not against the world, but against us only." 


Therefore, in the name of the God of truth, 
I pray 30U, reader, not to imagine likewise. I 
have written, in the name of all laborers, against 
those, whoever and how many soever they may 
be, who do not produce the bread they eat by 
the labor of their own hands. 


All my writings may be condensed in two 
sayings: 


1. Why, according to the first commandment, 
do you not labor for the bread that you eat, 
instead of eating that which the labor of others 
has produced? 


2. Why, in both secular and theological 
books, are not the laborer and his work com- 
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mended, instead of being treated with extreme 
conten:ipt? 


To state these questions ought to be enough. 
But as you contemn manual labor in every- 
way, I must write at greater length, on the sub- 
ject. 


To conclude, I pray you, reader, not to eat 
for two days before judging my book. 





The human race is divided into two classes: 
one is noble and honored, the other humble and 
despised. Those belonging to the first are 
richly clothed, possessing tables well furnished 
with exquisite dishes, and they are majestically 
seated in places of honor; but those belonging 
to the second are covered with rags, their 
strength exhausted by poor food and hard 
work, and they have an air of sorrowful 
humility, as they remain standing on the thresh- 
old: these are the poor laborers. 


The truth of my words is confirmed by the 
parable in the Gospel. There was a certain 
rich man, which was clothed in purple and fine 
linen, and fared sumptuously every day: and 
there was a certain beggar named Lazarus, 
which was laid at his gate, full of sores, and 
desiring to be fed with the crumbs which fell 
from the ricli man's table: moreover the dogs 
came and licked his sores." (St. Luke xvi. 
19-21) 


Well! I will speak to my companions, the 
laborers who stand on the threshold: Why do 
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you stay there always, as silent as so many quad- 
rupeds? Without doubt one should be silent 
before a man of greater merit, but we should 
know wherefore and to what extent we are to 
be silent, and not humble ourselves basely, or 
adore him as an idol. 


Thus, in the name of this latter class, I address 
myself to the former, and I say: Reply to the 
questions I will ask. 


1. Adam, for having infringed God's command,' 
" Ye shall not eat of the fruit of the forbidden 
tree," lost paradise not only for himself, but for 
all his race unto the end of the world. We see 
by that that he was guilty of a great sin, but 
we must not believe that his crime consisted 
merely in eating the forbidden fruit, that is, the 
apple. 


2. Then he tried to hide himself among the 
trees of the garden, as the Scripture recites. 


But from whom would he hide? Men did 
not yet exist. From God, then. 


Behold, then, the madness in which sin 
had plunged man! Could he hide from the 
eyes of God? We see that, having recognized 
his fault, he waited to receive his punishment, 
and this is God's unexpected decree: 


" For having disobeyed the command I gave 
vou, behold your punishment: In the sweat of 
thy face shalt thou knead bread: dust thou ait, 
and unto dust shalt thou return." 


3. Ought not Adam, then, to have shed tears 
of gratitude towards God for the great mercy 
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shown him? What was this punishment to 
that which he might hav^e looked to receive? 


4. â€” Ma}' we then believe tiiat Adam labored 
for nine hundred and thirty years, and that he 
eat his bread in the sweat of his brow, living 
by the work of his hands, although he w^as a 
noble, according to his time, since he is the 
father of the human race? 


5. Did he desire dominion, or any power 
whatever? No. For though he listened in par- 
adise to the words of the serpent, who said to 
him and to his wnfe, "Ye shall be as gods, 
knowing good and evil," â€” that is, you shall live 
like pomestchiks, and you will be the most in- 
telligent beings in the world, â€” they nevertheless 
so lost spirit as to seek concealment from 
God. . 


Following the counsel of the serpent, Adam 
hoped to live in the world without labor; but he 
was, on the contrar)% condemned to seek his 
nourishment in the sweat of his face, and instead 
of being elevated to a supreme rank, he lost his 
birth-place, and in exile was poor and with- 
out shelter. Thus to him the serpent became a 
horrible creature, to whose frightful influence 
he owed his own loss and that of all his race. 


6. Thus you will see, reader, what is the re- 
sult of this desire for possessions. 


And what must we think of one who thus 
gains possessions, that is, who can be sheltered 
beneath an umbrella, having white hands, and 
who during all his life eats the bread that 
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others have earned? The solution of this enig- 
ma is beyond the limits of reason. 


I know that you have already a crowd of ob- 
jections to make to my ideas, but do not criticise 
them, 1 pray, till you have heard me to the 
end. 


7. Did Adam hope for a moment, by means 
of money that did not yet exist, or by any other 
subterfuges whatever, to turn over his labor to 
strange hands, to remain himself under an um- 
brella, and wait for the results of others' labor, 
like a beggar or a drone? Thus many do in 
these days, who regard it as a great crime to 
take from any one a blade of straw or a grain of 
corn, but who do not think it a crime to take 
and eat the food, earned by others, which is 
served at their tables. 


8. But if our father Adam received a pun- 
ishment in proportion to his crime, and sub- 
mitted to it willingly, â€” in other words, if he 
labored with his hands to the end of his life, as 
is said, " Thou shalt return to the ground, 
whence thou wast taken," â€” we see that he is 
now innocent, and has atoned to God for his 
crime. 


9. Holy Scripture again says: " For then 
Adam will stretch out his hand and eat of the 
fruit of the tree of life, and will live forever." 
It has been supposed this means literally the 
tree on which Christ was crucified. But that is 
an arbitrary supposition. Can we admit that to 
the merits of another, of Christ, that man, who 
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has no merit of his own, obtains pardon for his 
sins? That notion was evidently invented to 
strengthen the hope that we may without labor, 
and while resting at ease, inherit eternal life. 


But if this tree represents Adam's penance, 
and means the duty of laboring for bread, then 
a severe task is imposed on ourselves. 


Is not, then, ray interpretation just, by which, 
if Adam ate the bread his own hands had earned, 
he should then, and then onl}', live throughout 
all ages? 


For example, if no one stretches out his hand 
towards the tree of life, that is, to labor for 
bread, what would become of most of us? In 
that case, could the world itself exist? 


We see, then, clearly that vvc, who are labor- 
ers, are near the tree of life, but you, who will 
not labor, are near the tree of death. Havel 
spoken justly? One must, at least, acknowl- 
edge that my conclusions are trueli 


ID. Thus it is evident that if Adam by his 
punishment has won forgiveness of his crime 
towards God, that penitence ought also to atone 
for the sins of his whole life. 


But as man continues to sin against God as 
long as he lives, this chastisement is decreed: 
" To dust shalt thou return." 


Is this just? 


II. And you of the higher classes, which are 
but branches of the same trunk, why will you 
not, in all your existence, submit to this penance, 
and why must you eat several times in the 
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day? Are you not as miserable as I am, and as 
are the laborers, ray companions? 


But as you are above us, you are more intel- 
ligent and better educated, and yet you commit 
the greatest of all crimes in the sight of God 
and the world. 


You say,  We work harder than the laborer; 
and it is with the money gained by our labor 
that we buy bread." 


We will speak of that presently. 


12. We see by what has been said that we 
vainly consider how we should atone for our 
sins, for God knows what treatment should be 
prescribed for our illnesses or wrong-doings, and 
he has prescribed this; only we should accept 
it with sincere ardor, and not use divers pre- 
texts to evade its application. 


Is this true? 


13. But if we, x^dam's posterity, have inher- 
ited liis sin, and share in the penance attached 
to it, and if we are really more guilty than Adam, 
because he did not know all that we have been 
taught, then we ought not to try to escape that 
punishment, nor to evade the penance which 
God himself decreed for Adam and his posteri- 
ty. Each of us should labor to gain his bread 
with his own hands, whether he be rich or poor, 
and whatever may be his merit or rank, excus- 
ing only the sick or aged persons who are too 
feeble to work. 
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