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The 21st General Synod reaffirms the heritage of the United Church of Christ as an advocate for 

democratic, participatory, and inclusive economic policies in both public and private sectors 

including…the responsibility of workers to organize unions for collective bargaining with 

employers regarding wages, benefits, and working conditions; and to participate in efforts further 

to democratize, reform and expand the labor movement domestically and abroad.  —Resolution 

Affirming Democratic Principles in an Emerging Global Economy, 1997 
 

We can have concentrated wealth in the hands of a few or we can have democracy.  But we 

cannot have both.  

 —Supreme Court Justice, Louis Brandeis 

 

Readings: Deuteronomy 24:14-15, James 5:1-6 

 

We live in a different age and different time than the biblical writers, but the age-old principles of 

fairness and justice are the same.  Despite the differences of culture, one can easily see the theme of 

justice and fairness throughout the Bible—justice and fairness for the poor, for the lame and afflicted, 

for the widow and the orphan, for the traveling stranger and immigrant, and, in our texts for today, 

justice and fairness for those who work. 

 

You shall not withhold the wages of the poor and needy laborers…You shall pay them their 

wages daily before sunset (Deuteronomy 24:14). 

 

Apparently, some employers were not treating their workers fairly.  They were holding back the wages 

in an economy where most people lived hand to mouth.  Now, why would the employers do this?  Well, 

maybe the workers would come back to work the next day a little more hungry, a little more desperate, a 

little more willing to work for less.  And once they had worked for several days without payment, the 

workers would really be over a barrel.  They would lose all their leverage as a worker and would do 

almost anything for any price or risk losing it all. 

 

The God of Abraham and Sarah, of the prophets and of Jesus and the apostles, is concerned about fair 

treatment of workers and the greed of employers.  In the Letter of James is it written: 

 

The wages of the laborers who mowed your fields, which you have held back by fraud, cry out, 

and the cries of the harvesters have reached the ears of the Lord of hosts. 

 

The cries of the harvesters and the workers continue to reach the ears of God. 

 

A single mother named Grace handles over 12,000 chicken wings during a typical eight-hour shift in 

North Carolina.  She works for a little more than minimum wage in numbing cold, in filthy and 

dangerous conditions and is refused permission to go the bathroom by her supervisor.  In the past twenty 

years, line speeds have increased from 70 to 120 birds processed every minute.  She now has left her 

job, diagnosed with carpal tunnel syndrome due to the constant repetitive motion of her job, with only 

disability payments to support her and her three children.   
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The cries of the workers reach the ears of God. 

 

According to a study several years ago, workers have seen their wages steadily shrink over the past three 

decades.  Workers on average are earning 83 cents of every dollar they earned 35 years ago.  So most of 

the jobs that are emerging have been lower paying jobs.  The five fastest growing occupations in the 

United States right now are: 

1. food preparation and serving 

2. Home health aid 

3. warehouse and clerk work 

4. medical assistants 

5. nursing 

And the wages for all these fasting growing occupations, except nursing, are way under the current 

median wage and are close to the minimum wage. (from “Recession Hits Workers’ Paychecks,” 

Economic Policy Institute, August 31, 2010) 

 

And even though productivity has gone up and companies are earning more, average annual household 

income has fallen by $2,000. 

 

The cries of the workers reach the ears of God. 

 

And so what has happened?  We find ourselves in a period of growing inequality and deepening 

economic disparity in America.  In 1928 the richest 1% of Americans received almost 24% of the 

country’s total income—almost a quarter of all the income went to them.  After the New Deal reforms, 

unions, and other programs such as the G.I. Bill, their share went down to about 8-9% in the 70’s.  But 

today, the richest 1% are back up close to 24% again.  The numbers are mind-boggling.  

 

Since 1978, the average CEO pay increased by almost 1,000%, while average worker’s wages have been 

stagnant.  It has been reported that three men—Bezos, Gates and Buffett—have more death than the 

bottom 50% of the U.S.—160 million people!  But it’s even worse than that.  The bottom 50% now has 

no wealth and is $200 billion in debt, while the net worth of those three has grown to $340 billion. 

 

Corporate America is squeezing workers to boost profits and maintain high CEO pay. 

 

The cries of the workers reach the ears of God. 

 

So we’ve seen how, as money has risen to the top, so has political power.  Politicians in both parties are 

more and more dependent on Big Money for their campaigns, and this has allowed the economic elite to 

change the rules—tax policies and trade policies—so they can become even more wealthy, which leads 

to more political power, and on and on.  The current disastrous trend is that only a small number are 

doing better, while most are not.  It was Supreme Court Justice, Louis Brandeis, who said “We can have 

concentrated wealth in a few hands or we can have democracy.  But we cannot have both.” 

 

Companies have been able to slash jobs, reduce wages, shift the health care burdens to employees, 

replace company-provided pensions with employee-provided 401Ks.  The list goes on and on.  While 

the economy prospered in the 50’s and 60’s, 33% of workers were in a union.  Now that number is down 

to about 10%.  The balance of power has tilted and the gap of inequality gets wider and wider.  Unions 

are by no means perfect, but unions provided a necessary counterweight to corporate power and wealth 

and helped make us a middle class society.  The loss of this counterweight is disastrous for society. 
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Former Labor Secretary, Robert Reich, commented on this situation: 

 

None of us can thrive in a nation divided between a small number of people receiving an ever 

larger share of the nation’s income and wealth, and everyone else receiving a declining share.  

The lopsidedness not only diminishes economic growth but also tears at the social fabric of our 

society.  The most fortunate among us who have reached the pinnacles of economic power and 

success depend on a stable economic and political system.  (“Unjust Spoils,” The Nation, June 

30, 2010) 

 

Labor Day is a time for us in the religious community to celebrate working people and their 

contributions to society, but also to remember the struggles that workers endured to achieve many 

benefits we have enjoyed and have taken for granted. 

 

In the 1930’s the American economy was completely restructured, and workers won victories for Social 

Security, a 40 hour work week with overtime pay, unemployment insurance, the right to form unions 

and bargain collectively, vacation days, sick days, minimum wage, health care benefits, pensions, and so 

forth. 

 

The result was not only that workers were treated more fairly and shared in the economy’s gains, but the 

economy itself became more vibrant.  Reich wrote, 

 

The Great Depression and its aftermath demonstrate that there is one way back to full recovery: 

through more widely shared prosperity.  (“How to End the Great Recession,” The New York 

Times, September 3, 2010) 

 

He continues, 

 

Policies that generate more widely shared prosperity lead to stronger and more sustainable 

economic growth—and that’s good for everyone.  The rich are better off with a smaller 

percentage of a fast-growing economy than a larger share of an economy that is barely moving.  

That’s the Labor Day lesson we learned decades ago… 

 

Reich’s point is that everyone does better—CEO and workers alike—when everyone does better—

workers and CEO alike. 

 

You know, laissez-faire free market economists like to claim that nothing should impinge upon the 

“laws of the marketplace.”  But “the market” takes no consideration of ethics, fairness and justice; it is 

amoral.  And as people of faith, these are essential considerations.  And even Alan Greenspan, the 

former Federal Reserve Board chairman and champion of the free market, acknowledged that such 

income disparity "is not the type of thing which a democratic society—a capitalist democratic society—

can really accept without addressing."  This was true in 1928, and it is true now. 

 

The cries of the worker reach the ears of God.  And when we listen to this cry, we need to restructure 

our economy to widen the circle of prosperity.  It is not only the right thing; it is the smart thing. 

 

Let me end with a story told by Joan Chittister (A Passion for Life: Fragments of the Face of God).  

Mary Jones was born in Cork, Ireland in 1830.  She worked as a seamstress and schoolteacher, bore four 

children, immigrated to the United States when Victorianism was in its heyday, and, at an early age, lost 
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both her husband and all her children to smallpox.  She was one of thousands of strong and long-

suffering women who lived in poverty and survived it. 

 

She was a struggling contemporary of Andrew Carnegie and John D. Rockefeller.  She lived in the 

period of the rise of the railroads, the invention of the telegraph, the production of automatic revolvers 

and the passage of the U.S. Gag Law.  That law was aimed at suppressing the growing debate on slavery 

and the specter of day labor—the practice of hiring people by the day or sometimes only by the hour at 

slave-wages to do temporary tasks, rather than afford a process of production that would provide steady 

work to sustain the laboring class.  Immigrant laborers especially were prey to the system that made 

great wealth for monopolies, the trusts and the financiers.  “The Gilded Age,” they called it, the age in 

which things looked beautiful on the surface—looked like progress and development and abundance—

but which, underneath, were balanced on a seething, rusting mountain of the powerless.  The 72-hour 

work week, the exploitation of child labor, the sweatshops, the slum housing projects, the lockout of 

workers who protested the inhumane working conditions, the blacklisting of workers who dared to 

complain, a court system that favored industry over the work force that produced the products—all these 

gave painful birth to the U.S. labor movement.  And Mary Harris Jones was in the midst of it. 

 

She became a founding member of the Knights of Labor, a utopian organization that welcomed black, 

immigrants and women into its ranks.  She waded into mining towns to establish the United Mine 

Workers.  She organized “mop and broom brigades” of the miners’ wives who beat on pots and pans to 

scare the mules away from hauling coal from the mines in order to upset production.  She organized a 

“Children’s Strike” around the motto, “We want time to play.”  She became an all-around holy gadfly. 

 

The miners called the staunch old lady, “Mother Jones.”  She spent 60 years of her life organizing for 

the labor union movement and compared it to the flight of the Jews form Egypt.  What Moses did, she 

figured, was simply to organize the Jews to confront their Egyptian slave masters.  And she set about to 

do the same.  She was dragged off to jails and away from one industrial site after another.  She refused 

to quit, no matter the abuse they meted out, and she refused to keep silent, no matter what the cost. 

 

Mother Jones was 72 years old when a federal representative called her “the most dangerous woman in 

America.”  All her life she burned with the fire of justice.  And this flame singed everyone she touched 

with it. 

 

“Where is your home?” they asked her.  “I abide where there is any fight against wrong,” she answered 

them.  “My address is like my shoes—it travels with me.” 

 

By the time she died at the age of 100, she had spent the greater part of her life speaking out for the 

needs of others, for the reform of a system engineered to misuse the weak and engorge the strong. 

 

Friends, the cries of the workers reach the ears of God.  And in the lives of people like Mother Jones, 

we have evidence that this is true.  Mother Jones is proof that God hears the cries of the workers. 

 

May we become the evidence in our generation. 

 

 

 


