Order of Service

Sunday, September 5
10:30 a.m.

Labor Day Reflections
It would be nice to believe that unions aren’t necessary, that every American or foreign employee can count on “the boss” to view them as human beings, deserving of respect, justice, and compassion. Unfortunately, history teaches us that that kind of employer is extremely rare.


Originally Labor Day was authorized as an attempt to appease American workers. A movement to celebrate a national Labor Day had been growing for some time but was accelerated by Congress and President Grover Cleveland (who had deployed 12,000 men to brutally break the Pullman strike.) A bill authorizing the 1st official Labor Day arrived on his desk just 6 days after his troops broke that strike in 1894. It was an election year, and President Cleveland seized the gesture as a chance of conciliation. And so Labor Day was born—but Grover Cleveland was not re-elected.

In 1898, Samuel Gompers, head of the American Federation of Labor, called Labor Day: “the day for which the toilers in the past century looked forward, when their rights and wrongs would be discussed...that the workers of our day may not only lay down their tools of labor for a holiday, but upon which they may march, touching shoulders with fellow workers, and feel the stronger for it.”


Over a century later, though, Labor Day is viewed primarily as the last long weekend of summer rather than a day for political organizing. In 1995, less than 15% of American workers belonged to unions, down from a high of nearly 50% in the 1950s, the so-called “golden era” of American labor. Less than 15%, when nearly all of us have benefited from the victories of the labor movement!

Now, many of our American workers count themselves among the working poor—they work hard, and they’re still poor. Rev. David Breeden introduces us to Steve Jones, who works at the Chicago Marriott and the Hotel Monaco, 40 hours a week at each job, 80 hours a week parking cars—and he’s still poor. Or Marcella Reyes, who has a husband and 3 kids. She also works at one of Chicago’s fanciest downtown hotels—and has been employed there for over 12 years. She makes $9.25 an hour. On her shift, she must clean 18 rooms. No matter how long it takes. Rev. Breeden says that Ms Reyes looks like she weighs 90 pounds at most. She has to lift Sealy Posturepedic king-sized mattresses...by herself. It’s punishing work for a woman her size—and she’s poor.

Or, the Chicago News Coop can introduce you to Tony Moore, who has worked at the same packaged food warehouse in Kankakee, IL for 6 years. He was denied a loan and apartment rentals because, he was told, he didn’t have a “real job.” Tony Moore is a “perma-temp,” one of thousands of workers in the Chicago area’s massive warehouse complexes. He and other workers like them are laid off and then rehired every few months by temporary staffing agencies. He has never received paid vacations days, holidays, sick days, or affordable insurance. He got fired, he says for rallying other workers to demand better conditions.


Another term for Tony and his fellow workers is “informal workers.” These are people who work at the lowest pay levels and have none of the protections that unions used to provide: a decent wage, insurance, vacations. Dr. James Wolfinger is an expert on labor and the labor movement. “In the old days,” he says, “blue collar workers” (“informal workers” like Tony Moore)”had unions and contracts to protect them. Now they’re essentially independent contractors with no room to move forward, no pay raises, no benefits.”


Respect for workers’ inherent worth and dignity? Not for service sector workers. Not for “informal workers.” Justice, equity, and compassion inhuman relations? Maybe from their fellow workers, but not from their employers.


As people of faith, these issues should matter to us. Rev. David Breeden believes that history will judge liberal religions according to our response to the working poor. As with the civil rights movement, he says, churches must respond and realize that decent jobs are not only a civil right, but a moral responsibility of the church.  As former UUA President William Sinkford stated, “Rewarding an honest day’s labor with a just living wage is the right thing to do, and advocating for fair compensation is our religious duty. It is only when our most vulnerable sisters and brothers achieve a basic level of economic and physical security that they can embark upon a ‘free and responsible search for truth and meaning.’ Making that spiritual journey possible for all people is the heart and soul of Unitarian Universalism.”


What kinds of steps can we take? We can act locally, regionally, and nationally. Got investments? How do these companies treat their workers? We need to find out. We need to speak up and make our voices heard in the boardrooms and stockholder meetings. If we decide to sell an investment because we object to the company’s labor practices, we need to let them know WHY we will no longer invest their company.

We need to educate ourselves in order to respond. You can find numerous resources at our UUA website where one of our clearly identified social justice issues is a “Living Wage.” Join and support the Unitarian Universalist Service Committee. It is involved in supporting decent wages and working conditions with groups here as well as in China and Guatemala, part of its Economic Justice Program. Notes the UUSC: “This organizing represents an opportunity to recognize the interdependence of all who work and share in our economy and the need for interconnection between the people and movements that seek to realize the rights of all workers.”  Check out the work of the Unitarian Universalist Congregation of Atlanta for its work in supporting the Georgia Living Wage Coalition. You’ll find it on the UUA website, too.


Even making the minimum wage doesn’t guarantee a decent standard of living—and many people don’t qualify for minimum wage. Those servers at our favorite restaurants? Their employers don’t have to pay them anything close to the minimum wage, sometimes less than $3 an hour. Tips can make all the difference. How generous are we when we get good service? That’s economic justice... And do we treat that server as a human being and recognize his or her inherent worth and dignity? Economic justice is not enough! 
When we stay at a hotel, we can ask what wage their “informal workers” earn. We can leave a tip for the maid at the end of our stay. That’s economic justice. Do we greet the maids and other informal workers, say thank you, or pass by them silently? That’s respecting inherent worth and dignity.

One more story to illustrate this point before I finish. Ten years ago, my dad had open heart surgery. He spent extra time in the hospital because of his age and some complications. On the day he was to be discharged, the cleaning woman came in to say good bye to him and to thank him for being so kind. He was astonished that she was singling him out. “You don’t understand,” she said. “Most people ignore me when I clean; they don’t look at me or say hello. You always said hello and asked how I was doing and thanked me when I was finished.” 
Respecting the inherent worth and dignity of every human being. Acting with, and supporting justice and equity for all. Our Unitarian and Universalist forbears were committed to social justice. On this Labor Day 2010, let us continue that commitment.
