
Aimee Shelide Mayer, Nashville 
Representative

aimee@catholiclabor.org  |  
615.669.4694

+ Labor History & the Church +



Lord God, Master of the Vineyard,

How wonderful that you have invited us 
who labor by the sweat of our brow

to be workers in the vineyard
and assist your work

to shape the world around us.

As we seek to respond to this call, 
make us attentive to those who seek work 

but cannot find it.

Help us listen to the struggles of those
who work hard to provide for their families

but still have trouble making ends meet. 

Prayer for the Dignity of Work and the Rights of 
Workers



Open our eyes to the struggles of those exploited
and help us speak for just wages and safe conditions,

the freedom to organize, and time for renewal.
For work was made for humankind

and not humankind for work.
Let it not be a vehicle for exploitation

but a radiant expression of our human dignity.

Give all who labor listening hearts 
that we may pause from our work 

to receive your gift of rest.

Fill us with your Holy Spirit
that you might work through us to let your justice reign.

Amen.



Opening Questions

What is the first job you ever had?

What comes to mind when you hear the 

phrase “Dignity of Work”?



DIGNITY OF WORK 
in…

SCRIPTURE

TRADITION

HISTORY



Dignity of Work in Scripture
• Genesis: 1:1-15 God is primary worker

• Genesis 1:31 Work is good and gives God pleasure: God works with material 
star, water, dust, etc.

• Genesis 2:1-3 God rests on the seventh day.

• Genesis 2:15 God settles humankind in the garden of Eden to cultivate 
and care for it. (= worship)

• Deuteronomy 5:13-15 The Sabbath is for everyone—all are allowed to rest 
from their work.

• Deuteronomy 14:28-29 The Lord blesses our work so that we may share its 
fruits with others.

• Deuteronomy 24:14-15 Do not withhold wages from your workers, for their 
livelihood depends on them.

• Sirach 34:26-27 To deprive an employee of wages is to commit murder.

• Isaiah 58:3-7 To observe religious practices, but oppress your 
workers is false worship.

• Jeremiah 22:13 Woe to him who treats his workers unjustly.

• Matthew 20:1-16 All workers should be paid a just and living wage.

• Mark 2:27 The Sabbath was made for people, not people for the 

https://bible.usccb.org/bible/genesis/1
https://bible.usccb.org/bible/genesis/1
http://www.usccb.org/bible/genesis/2:1
http://www.usccb.org/bible/genesis/2:15
http://www.usccb.org/bible/deuteronomy/5:13
http://www.usccb.org/bible/deuteronomy/14:28
http://www.usccb.org/bible/deuteronomy/24:14
http://www.usccb.org/bible/sirach/34:26
http://www.usccb.org/bible/isaiah/58:3
http://www.usccb.org/bible/jeremiah/22:1
http://www.usccb.org/bible/matthew/20:1


Parable of the Workers in the Vineyard
(Matthew 20: 1-16)



“The kingdom of heaven is like a landowner who went out at 
dawn to hire laborers for his vineyard. After agreeing with them for the 
usual daily wage, he sent them into his vineyard. Going out about nine 
o’clock, he saw others standing idle in the marketplace, and he said to 
them, ‘You too go into my vineyard, and I will give you what is just.’ So 
they went off. [And] he went out again around noon, and around three 
o’clock, and did likewise. Going out about five o’clock, he found others 
standing around, and said to them, ‘Why do you stand here idle all day?’ 
They answered, ‘Because no one has hired us.’ He said to them, ‘You too 
go into my vineyard.’ 

When it was evening the owner of the vineyard said to his 
foreman, ‘Summon the laborers and give them their pay, beginning with 
the last and ending with the first.’  When those who had started about 
five o’clock came, each received the usual daily wage. So when the first 
came, they thought that they would receive more, but each of them also 
got the usual wage. And on receiving it they grumbled against the 
landowner, saying, ‘These last ones worked only one hour, and you have 
made them equal to us, who bore the day’s burden and the heat.’ 

He said to one of them in reply, ‘My friend, I am not cheating you.

Parable of the Workers in the Vineyard
(Matthew 20: 1-16)



• How can this passage help us reflect on the 
relationship between work, sufficient wages and 
human dignity? 

• Why does every person have a right to decent 
work?

DISCUSSION



Dignity of Work in Tradition : 
Catholic Social Teaching



Catholic Social  Teaching through the Years 

1891: Rerum Novarum (Pope Leo XIII) – On the Dignity of Work
|

1931: Quadragesimo Anno (Pope Pius XI) – Human Person is Center of 
Society

|
1965: Gaudium et Spes (Vatican Council II) - §68 Right to Found 
Unions

|
1971: Octogesima Adveniens (Pope Paul VI) - §80 Principle of 
Subsidiarity 

|
1981: Laborem Exercens (Pope John Paul II) – §20 on Importance of 
Unions

|
1986: Economic Justice for All (USCCB) – §105 Right to Organize at 
Work

|
1991: Centesimus Annus (Pope John Paul II) – 100th anniversary of RV

|



The  Catholic  Church  has  a  well-documented  tradition  on  labor  and  unions,  rooted  in  the  human  right  of
association. This document excerpts passages that highlight this tradition. This document is intended to serve as a
primer on this issue; it is not comprehensive. To read the complete text of a cited document, simply click on the 
title. Emphasis is added.

organize, join a union, and bargain collectively, and to exercise these rights without
Faithful Citizenship

decent jobs, build a more just economy, and advance the common good. (no. 76)

The Hundredth Year (Centesimus Annus)
Pope John Paul II, 1991

Furthermore, society and the State must
ensure  wage  levels  adequate  for
maintenance of   the   worker and 
family, including a certain amount

the
his

for
savings. This requires a continuous effort to
improve workers' training and capability so
that their work will be more skilled and
productive, as well as careful controls and
adequate legislative measures to block
shameful forms of exploitation, especially
to the disadvantage of the most vulnerable
workers, of immigrants and of those on the
margins of society. The role of trade
unions in negotiating minimum salaries
and working conditions is decisive in
this area. (no. 15)

Department of Justice, Peace and Human Development
3211 4th St. NE · Washington, DC 20017 · (202)541-3160 · usccb.org/jphd

Economic Justice for All

U.S. Catholic Bishops, 1986

No one may deny the right to organize without attacking
human dignity itself. Therefore, we firmly oppose organized
efforts, such as those regrettably now seen in this country, to break
existing unions and prevent workers from organizing. (no. 104)

Perhaps the greatest challenge facing U.S. workers and unions
today is that of developing a new vision of their role in the U.S.
economy of the future. The labor movement in the United States
stands at a crucial moment. The dynamism of the unions that led
to their rapid growth in the middle decades of this century has
been replaced by a decrease in the percentage of U.S. workers who
are organized. American workers are under heavy pressures today
that threaten their jobs. . . . In these difficult circumstances,
guaranteeing the rights of U.S. workers calls for imaginative
vision and creative new steps, not reactive or simply defensive
strategies. (no. 108) continued on next
page

Catholic social teaching supports the right of workers to choose whether to        
Forming Consciences for

reprisal. . . .Workers, owners, employers, and unions should work together to create   
U.S. Catholic Bishops, 2007

Charity in Truth (Caritas in Veritate)

Pope Benedict XVI, 2009

Through the combination of social and economic The global context in which work takes place also
change, trade union organizations experience greater demands that national labour unions, which tend to
difficulty in carrying out their task of representing the limit themselves to defending the interests of their
interests of workers, partly because Governments, for registered members, should turn their attention to
reasons of economic utility, often limit the freedom those outside their membership, and in particular
to or the negotiating capacity of labour unions. . . . workers in developing countries where social rights
are The repeated calls issued within the Church's social often violated. The protection of these workers,
partly doctrine, beginning with Rerum Novarum, for the achieved through appropriate initiatives aimed at
their promotion of workers' associations that can defend countries of origin, will enable trade
unions to their rights must therefore be honoured today even demonstrate the authentic ethical
and cultural more than in the past, as a prompt and far-sighted motivations that made it possible
for them, in a response to the urgent need for new forms of different social and labour context,
to play a decisive cooperation at the international level, as well as the local role in development. (no. 64)

level. (no. 25)

Selected Quotations from Catholic Social Thought on 
the Rights and Responsibilities
of  Workers and Labor Unions

http://www.usccb.org/faithfulcitizenship/FCStatement.pdf
http://www.vatican.va/holy_father/john_paul_ii/encyclicals/documents/hf_jp-ii_enc_01051991_centesimus-annus_en.html
http://www.vatican.va/holy_father/john_paul_ii/encyclicals/documents/hf_jp-ii_enc_01051991_centesimus-annus_en.html
http://www.usccb.org/jphd
http://www.usccb.org/jphd/economiclife/pdf/economic_justice_for_all.pdf
http://www.usccb.org/jphd/economiclife/pdf/economic_justice_for_all.pdf
http://www.usccb.org/faithfulcitizenship/FCStatement.pdf
http://www.usccb.org/faithfulcitizenship/FCStatement.pdf
http://www.vatican.va/holy_father/benedict_xvi/encyclicals/documents/hf_ben-xvi_enc_20090629_caritas-in-veritate_en.html
http://www.vatican.va/holy_father/benedict_xvi/encyclicals/documents/hf_ben-xvi_enc_20090629_caritas-in-veritate_en.html
https://www.usccb.org/resources/Primer-labor-Catholic-social-teaching.pdf
https://www.usccb.org/resources/Primer-labor-Catholic-social-teaching.pdf


On Human Work (Laborem Exercens)
Pope John Paul II, 1981

All these rights [of workers], together with the need for the workers
themselves to secure them, give rise to yet another right: the right of
association, that is to form associations for the purpose of
defending the vital interests of those employed in the various
professions. These associations are called labour or trade unions. . . .
Their task is to defend the existential interests of workers in all
sectors in which their rights are concerned. The experience of history
teaches that organizations of this type are an indispensable element
of social life, especially in modern industrialized societies. (no. 20)

Union demands cannot be turned into a kind of group or class
"egoism,” although they can and should also aim at correcting--with
a view to the common good of the whole of society--everything
defective in the system of ownership of the means of production or
in the way these are managed. . . . the role of unions is not to "play
politics" in the sense that the expression is commonly understood
today. Unions do not have the character of political parties struggling
for power; they should not be subjected to the decision of political
parties or have too close links with them. In fact, in such a situation
they easily lose contact with their specific role, which is to secure the
just rights of workers within the framework of the common good of
the whole of society; instead
other purposes. (no. 20)

they become an instrument used for

Department of Justice, Peace and Human Development
3211 4th St. NE · Washington, DC 20017 · (202)541-3160 · usccb.org/jphd

On the Condition of Labor (Rerum Novarum)

Pope Leo XIII, 1891

The most important of all [workplace associations and organizations] are workingmen's unions. . .
. Such unions should be suited to the requirements of this our age - an age of wider education, of different
habits, and of far more numerous requirements in daily life. It is gratifying to know that there are actually in
existence not a few associations of this nature, consisting either of workmen alone, or of workmen and
employers together, but it were greatly to be desired that they should become more numerous and more
efficient. (no. 49)

We read in the pages of holy Writ: "It is better that two should be together than one; for they have the
advantage of their society. If one fall he shall be supported by the other. Woe to him that is alone, for when
he falleth he hath none to lift him up." And further: "A brother that is helped by his brother is like a strong
city." It is this natural impulse which binds men together in civil society; and it is likewise this which leads
them to join together in associations. . . . Private societies, then, although they exist within the body
politic, and are severally part of the commonwealth, cannot nevertheless be absolutely, and as
such, prohibited by public authority. For, to enter into a "society" of this kind is the natural right
of man; and the State has for its office to protect natural rights, not to destroy them; and, if it forbid its
citizens to form associations, it contradicts the very principle of its own existence, for both they and it exist
in virtue of the like principle, namely, the natural tendency of man to dwell in society. (nos. 50-51)

Economic Justice for All, continued

Along with the rights of workers
and unions go a number of
important responsibilities.
Individual workers have
obligations to their employers,
and trade unions also have
duties to society as a whole.
Union management in particular
carries a strong responsibility for
the good name of the entire
union movement. Workers must
use their collective power to
contribute to the well-being of
the whole community and
should avoid pressing demands
whose fulfillment would damage
the common good and the rights
of more vulnerable members of
society. . . . it is unfair to expect
unions to make concessions if
managers and shareholders do
not make at least equal sacrifices.
(no. 106)

http://www.vatican.va/holy_father/john_paul_ii/encyclicals/documents/hf_jp-ii_enc_14091981_laborem-exercens_en.html
http://www.vatican.va/holy_father/john_paul_ii/encyclicals/documents/hf_jp-ii_enc_14091981_laborem-exercens_en.html
http://www.usccb.org/jphd
http://www.vatican.va/holy_father/leo_xiii/encyclicals/documents/hf_l-xiii_enc_15051891_rerum-novarum_en.html
http://www.vatican.va/holy_father/leo_xiii/encyclicals/documents/hf_l-xiii_enc_15051891_rerum-novarum_en.html
http://www.usccb.org/jphd/economiclife/pdf/economic_justice_for_all.pdf


Key Papal Teaching*  |  1891 - Present

• Rerum Novarum  (Pope Leo 
XIII, 1891)
On the conditions of workers, rights of workers, the right of 
workers to bargain collectively and form a union, a living 
wage, human development of the worker

• Quadragesimo Anno (Pope 
Pius XI, 1931)
“Unrestricted free market capitalism is a poisoned spring,” 
speaks of an “erroneous autonomy” as a challenge to the 
common good, challenges national socialism and 
communism, introduces theme of solidarity, upholds rights 
of workers, pro-union, significant role for government in 
the markets

• Pacem in Terris (Pope St. John 
XXIII, 1963)
On the common good, important role of government to 

Credit: Fr. Clete Kiley, Unite Here Chicago & Chaplain for Chicago Federation of Labor



• Populorum Progressio (“On the Development of Peoples”)
Blessed Paul VI, 1967

Warns of impact of multi-national corporations and “inhuman 
principles of individualism”, affirms right to migrate, 
solidarity, and social justice and environment all related.

• Laborem Exercens (“On Human Work”) St. Pope 
John Paul II, 1981
Dignity of work and of the worker, primacy of the worker, 
rights of workers, including to form a union and bargain 
collectively, right to migrate in search of a better life, 
important role for unions

• Centesimus Annus (“On the 100th Anniversary”) St. 
John Paul II, 1991
Reviews issues of economy, communism repudiated, but 
warns of the inequalities and the dangers inherent in neo-
liberal free market capitalism, affirms important role for 

Key Papal Teaching  |  continued



• Caritas in Veritate (“On Integral Human Development in 
Charity and Truth”)      

Pope Benedict 
XVI, 2009

Importance of the common good, raises the threat of 
speculative  financial dealings that damage society, 
global migration of people: affirms “every migrant is a 
human person”; migration is prompted by various 
factors, often times by economics- this is given 
insufficient attention. Need to address economic 
inequality, the right to life is key and warns of a 
consumerist and utilitarian view of life. Reaffirms the 
important role of government to protect and serve the 
common good, and to regulate the market, 
globalization. Affirms principles of solidarity and 
subsidiarity, importance of the family, renewed 

Key Papal Teaching  |  continued



• Evangelii Gaudium Pope Francis, 
2013 

Church is on a mission. Calls for a “culture of 
encounter”- need to “go out, encounter, engage”. Calls 
for social dialogue in face of an “ economy of exclusion”, 
“ an economy that kills”.  Raises economic inequality 
and exclusion of the poor to level of a “life issue”. Calls 
for inclusion of the poor, supporting the common good, 
recognizing the root causes of global migration and 
mistreatment of migrants. Concepts: human persons, 
workers, migrants, the poor are to be “agents of their 
own development”; recognizes the right and ability of 
people to “organize” ; integral human development.

Key Papal Teaching  |  continued



• Laudato Si Pope Francis, 
2015
“A sober look at our world shows that the degree of human 
intervention, often in the service of business interests and 
consumerism, is actually making our earth less rich and 
beautiful”. Affirms that labor is NOT a commodity. Work 
cannot be detached from the dignity and humanity of the 
worker. When business treats work as commodity, and 
environment as collateral damage, this most affects the 
poor, and causes migration. The voice of workers is needed 
both inside and outside the work place.

• Speech in Sta Cruz, Bolivia Pope Francis, 
2015
Warns of a global economic order that “has imposed a 
mentality of profit at any price, with no concern for social 
exclusion or the destruction of nature”; warns of “unfettered 
pursuit of money.” Poor and excluded people’s right and 

Key Papal Teaching  |  continued



• Speech to Italian Labor Conference Pope 
Francis, 2017
Labor unions have an essential role in promoting inclusion. 
“There is no good society without a good union, and there is 
no good union that is not reborn everyday in the 
peripheries”. “ Work without respect for the human person 
“becomes something inhuman”.

• Unions face many challenges, both inside and outside-
nevertheless, they are still the best vehicle for giving 
workers a voice; this is why they must be “re-born 
everyday”, allying with the those who are excluded.

Key Papal Teaching  |  continued



Summary of Papal Teaching: Rights of 
Workers

1. Right to be treated with dignity and respect

2. Right to bargain collectively and form a union

3. Right to a living wage

4. Right to a safe work place

5. Right to migrate to another country to better life for oneself 
and family

6. Right to life and integral human development, includes 
family life

7. Right to economic equality and inclusion

8. Role for government in economic and social affairs.

9. Importance of the common good vs. erroneous autonomy; 
stakeholders vs stock holdersWhich rights are easy (or hard) to accept?



History of the Labor Movement


