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In the mid 1980s, a rather unusual thing happened at a shoe factory in 

southeastern Wisconsin. 

 

Bob Leverenz was the president, and he had gotten a lot of inquires from 

media all over the country about how his shoe company had decided to 

help out a competitor by opening up their factory to them.  

 

He couldn’t quite figure out what all the fuss was about. As president he 

was just proud that his employees were willing to help out the world famous 

Allen-Edmonds Shoe Company when their factory burned to the ground. 

Allen-Edmonds lost everything in a multimillion dollar fire: fifty thousand 

pairs of men’s dress shoes, sales records, files and machinery. 

 

After a planning session with his management personnel, Bob took a vote 

with the union workers in their New Holstein plant on the idea of sharing 

their own Laverenz factory space with Allen-Edmonds. They presented a 

plan whereby the Leverenz workers would condense their work week into 

four ten-hour days. This would free up the factory for the Allen-Edmonds 

people to use their facilities to make their shoes on Fridays, Saturday and 

Sundays. 
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When the union vote was taken, every hand in the place shot up. The 

members of the local United Food and Commercial Workers Union voted 

unanimously to share their factory space and machines with their 

competitors.  

 

That’s when the media descended upon the Leverenz Shoe Company. The 

wire services called. Radio, TV stations and newspapers nationwide 

wanted to know about the shoe company that had opened its doors to help 

out a burned-out competitor. Even Dan Rather at CBS featured the story on 

the national news. Bob received congratulatory letters from people all over 

the country, but he couldn’t quite understand what the fuss was all about. 

To his mind, it was simple. Someone was in trouble and they were able to 

help. 

 

One of the interviewers from CBS asked Bob, “How is it that if Macy’s 

burned down, other department stores would rejoice in the added business 

it would bring their way? How could you be so different? How could you 

help someone who is competing with you for the consumer’s shoe dollar? 
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How could you actually let them come into your factory and use your 

machines and equipment to make their shoes?” 

 

Bob told the interviewer that the answers to those questions began in 1970 

when he attended a layman’s leadership institute in Miami. After 3 days of 

talks by prominent business, political and sports figures, Leighton Ford, 

vice president of the Billy Graham Evangelistic Association, challenged the 

participants. “I don’t have any idea of the depth of your commitment to the 

Lord. Perhaps you want to renew your commitment or make one for the 

first time.”  

 

At that moment, Bob knew that everything he’d been doing for God, the 

church and his community, he’d actually been doing to elevate himself in 

the eyes of his friends, family, coworkers and fellow citizens. Suddenly he 

knew he’d just been going through the motions of being a Christian.  

 

At home, Bob paged through his Bible and found a verse in Romans: 
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“What occasion is there then for boasting?* It is ruled out. On what 

principle, that of works? No, rather on the principle of faith. For we consider 

that a person is justified by faith apart from works of the law.” (3:27-28). 

 

That was it, Bob thought to himself. All his life, Bob had been headed in the 

right direction, knowing that God was real. He chugged along, teaching 

another Sunday school class, raising a little more money for various 

organizations and thinking he was a Christian. But when he read that verse 

in Romans he understood that all those actions and good deeds must be 

the outgrowth of his faith, rather than a substitute for it. 

 

His interest in people - their hurts, needs and wants - intensified. At last he 

was trying to minister because of his allegiance to God and not because it 

was a good thing to do, because it was expected of him, or because it 

made him look good. 

 

Soon after Bob had a chance to put his new commitment to work at the 

Leverenz Shoe Company. Because of the major recession in 1974, it was 

questionable whether he could continue to operate their New Holstein 

plant. Division int he ranks, jealousies, high emotions and back-biting 
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among employees were destroying them. Bob had never seen these 

attitudes in the company before.  

 

One day at the factory he shut off the main switch, called all the workers 

together and asked them to pray with him. In that tiny town of New 

Holstein, Wisconsin, 150 workers and Bob prayed their way out of the 

doldrums of low morale.  

 

Bob spoke aloud. “Lord, remind me how much I depend on my fellow 

workers to make my job go smoothly. Help me to remember that without 

the person next to me my job would have no meaning. Lord, help us work 

together and respect each other.” 

 

No one can ever tell Bob Leverenz that prayers aren’t answered. The 

transformation in that factory was miraculous. After they prayed together 

those people in New Holstein started helping each other in a constructive 

way. They corrected things done by previous operators on machines that 

were detracting from a quality product. Attitudes changed. 
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Now the emphasis was on making a better pair of shoes instead of climbing 

over the next person to get ahead.  

 

One other time Bob brought his workers together to pray. In November 

1983, they were faced with the grim fact that two-thirds of the show 

companies in this country had gone out of business because of the influx of 

imported shoes. They desperately wanted to keep their company together, 

but to do this, they’d have to lay off 30% of the people from the New 

Holstein and Valders factories.  

 

But something just wasn’t sitting right. Bob wondered, are we really 

supposed to take this drastic measure? He thought about the verse from 

Romans and wondered if this is what Christ would have done. Did he have 

the right to put 30% of his employees out of work? Instead of ending the 

meeting and moving ahead with the plan, Bob asked his management 

committee to pray with him about the decision. The discussion that followed 

brought about a solid feeling that they should keep the factory 

reorganization and cutback plan, and talk to the workers instead.  
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That afternoon they visited both plants, New Holstein and Valders. They 

explained how dismal the prospects were for the future. Then Bob asked all 

the employees to pray with him. After the prayer, the discussion that 

followed brought out all sorts of money-saving suggestions. 

 

Just two months later in January of 1984, sales started to pick up. 

Salesmen brought in orders from new customers. Previous customers 

reordered in huge quantities. By mid-March, sales figures were forty to fifty 

percent higher than they’d been the previous year. In many respects 

business was the bet it had been in ten years.  

 

During this wave of success came the Allen-Edmonds fire. Some say that 

could have been the frosting on the cake for the Leverenz Shoe Company. 

With Allen-Edmonds, one of the leaders in high-quality men’s dress shoes, 

out of business even temporarily, the Leverenz shoes could have seen 

even greater sales. But that’s just not the way the folks at the Leverenz 

Shoe Company did business.  

 

Bob admits that when the Allen-Edmonds people moved into their plant on 

weekends he wondered if they’d misuse their machines, if they’d know how 
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to lubricate them, if they’d leave messes that his employees would have to 

clean up. Would their special equipment get in the way of the Leverenz 

machines? 

 

He needen’t have worried. Two Leverenz employees offered to come in 

that first weekend on their own time to help adjust the machinery to meet 

Allen-Edmonds’ needs and to help their workers place their raw materials in 

a convenient location.  

 

Then workers from both companies started leaving notes for each other, 

little greetings, words of appreciation. On Valentine’s Day, the Allen-

Edmonds people left a jar of candy and a cute card for the Leverenz 

people.  

 

The second week one of the Leverenz workers left them a note, “You don’t 

have to take all those packages of laces home with you each weekend. 

Leave them here. I’ve cleared off a shelf for you.”  

 

Heartwarming relationships developed among the workers of the two shoe 

companies…workers who never met each other face to face.  
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When Bob said he couldn’t figure out what all the fuss was about when the 

media descended upon their little factory after the fire, its because what 

they did came so naturally. Bob believes that his union workers in New 

Holstein probably read that verse in Romans even before he did. 

 

For Bob and his employees, they believed helping others is a manifestation 

of one’s belief in God. And if you are in fact a Christian who works for the 

Lord, that even entails helping out a competitor in such a situation like the 

one they faced. It’s something the employees apparently got as that union 

vote was unanimous.  

 

It goes to show you the power of love in action. All of us are acutely aware 

of the divisions that plague our world. But what if we were to try to do a 

different way, namely to emulate the Trinity? What we might have is just 

the sort of thing that two sets of shoe factory employees experienced back 

in 1984. 

 

If the Passion of our Lord has been called the “symphony of sin,” which all 

of the ugliness on display and different sins humans commit, the Trinity can 
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best be called the opposite; namely a symphony of love. The Father is 

called the Lover; the Son the Beloved; the Spirit the outpouring of love 

between the two; or the “holy breath” between Father and Son; the Son 

being the perfect image of the Father with there being this perfect harmony 

of love. The Trinity is one God and 3 persons, not 3 separate beings. Our 

human language doesn’t really do the Trinity justice. We understand the 

Trinity as Biblical language when Jesus speaks of coming from the Father 

not like some other prophet but being one with the Father; John’s first 

chapter perhaps says it best, In the beginning was the Word and the Word 

was with God and the Word was God. While thinking about the Trinity can 

get us into a lot of technical language, the best is to just again sit with that 

word love, and think of how we experience it and live it out; namely as 

beloved children of God as Saint Paul tells us in the second reading from 

Romans and as people who are sent like the Father sends the Son; and 

also how do others see the outpouring of love from our relationships with 

one another.  

 

First, we are loved. As Saint Paul says, we receive a Spirit of Adoption and 

are children of God. In life, we suffer like those workers who lost their 

factory. So loved are we that the Father sends us the Son and both the 
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Father and the Son send the Spirit. As Jesus says in our Gospel this week 

too, “behold, I am with you always, until the end of the age.” Sometimes the 

loss we feel can be so intense. The death of people we love. Our own 

suffering. The impacts of sin that isolate us from others and can cause 

shame. Whatever it might be, in all of these situations God is reaching out 

to us time and time again. In our Gospel, Matthew says “they worshiped, 

but they doubted,” and sometimes we too can doubt. How will I get out of 

this? What of those things I try to hide what would people think? What does 

God really think of me because of these things I’ve done? Remember again 

the wounds on our Lord’s resurrected body; we don’t forget the past but we 

also need not fear or run from it. Our God is there go give us peace. To 

liberate us. To comfort us. And not only is the Son there to redeem, but the 

Spirit is there to help us grow in that holiness too by empowering us.  

 

Second, we are challenged to love one another. Moses tells the people to 

keep the commandments and Jesus summarizes them all into loving God 

with our whole heart, mind and soul and loving our neighbor as ourself. For 

Bob Leverenz and his employees, they took that to heart and in doing so 

made such a difference for all the employees of their competitors, not just 

opening up their factory to them but leaving them cards and notes and 
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making them feel welcome. It’s because they saw them as part of the 

human family. And that isn’t easy to see; it’s why media came from all over 

to cover this most unusual thing which would have been a golden 

opportunity to take business and increase a company’s bottom line. But 

those workers understood something deeper and it’s why the vote was 

unanimous. So when we receive love as we do at Communion, we again 

challenge ourselves to give the love that we receive. We open our eyes to 

ask ourselves who is it who may be hurting in our lives; who is maybe 

isolated due to poor choices or sin; who is feeling unloved or burdened by 

different things in their life; who can we forgive or be more tolerant towards; 

who can we reach out to and make a difference. Need is all around us 

whether we are speaking of the poor, of the marginalized or those who 

have been impacted by their own sin or the sin of others who are close to 

us. 

 

Lastly, what do our relationships say about the love for God and neighbor 

in our hearts? If the Holy Spirit is the holy breath between Father and Son, 

it’s worth looking at ourselves too and ask what we are “breathing out.” For 

Bob Leverenz, he was already a practicing Christian. But he looked a little 

deeper and realized he could do things even better, sometimes doing them 
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for his own ego and glory rather than for Gods. For his employees, they 

were hard working, but their relationships had become strained and the 

result was some moodiness and lack of morale and seeing others as 

potential threats to their job. But note when they prayed and looked a little 

more deeply, things got better. Sometimes in our relationships, we don’t 

notice the toxicity that can creep in. Now of course sometimes a person 

has to work a job that isn’t their first choice to make ends meet, or a 

relationship with someone goes through a rut, or there’s someone in our life 

that can be challenging. But what does our attitude say about what we do 

and why we do it? If we look inside, we might find like Bob did that perhaps 

we do things not for God’s glory but for our own so perhaps people will 

notice what we do or think more highly of us. Or we might find there is 

some friction and tension in the family that needs to be resolved. We might 

find we aren’t loving our neighbor as much as we should, instead harboring 

anger based on race or political beliefs. Perhaps there may be envy in our 

hearts too. Or we aren’t doing things with a good attitude. Remember, 

people should look at the Christian and see someone a little different; 

someone engaged in this world but living for the next; someone who has a 

love for God that manifests itself in their actions. When we do things for the 

right reason, we breathe out love; and this love inspires people, as it did for 
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so many who saw the story of the two shoe factories and hopefully saw 

something different: a new, better way to live in relationship to their fellow 

man. 

 

There is no getting around the fact that life can be quite hard. While most of 

us don’t lose everything in a fire, sometimes it can sure feel that way 

through what life deals at us or what we go through or through the 

decisions we make. Other times we can feel alone like it’s us against the 

world. Our God is the answer though. A God who created us; who came to 

be one of us; who sent the Son and then the Spirit to be with us and give 

us strength, and also challenges us to be sent too. To take what we are 

given and make this world a better place as a people of hope. The 

employees who all voted to help their competitors all those years ago saw 

something a lot bigger than their jobs. They saw people in need and did 

something about it. When we are down may we never forget God sees us 

in our need and comes to us too, and may that love open up our eyes to 

the needs of one another as we breathe out through our actions the love 

God gives us.  


