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HONORING WORKERS  
ON COVID-19’S FRONT LINES

PREACHING AIDS: THE ROMAN 
CATHOLIC LECTIONARY

Prepared by Michael J. Seavey, Faith and Labor Liaison, Maine AFL-CIO

For Labor Day weekend, the Scripture readings for the 23rd Sunday in Ordinary Time provide excellent 
opportunities for preaching. This resource sheet utilizes both the Second Reading and the Gospel for two 
separate approaches to preach on working people and the issues they face on the job.

Second Reading: The Letter to Philemon

St. Paul’s Letter to Philemon is his shortest in New Testament literature, but brevity should not be 
confused with importance. Philemon belongs to a church that St. Paul has evangelized. Philemon has a 
slave named Onesimus (a name meaning “useful” or “beneficial”). 

Upon learning that St. Paul has been imprisoned, Onesimus runs away from Philemon to assist him, thus 
placing himself in grave danger of punishment. St. Paul then sends him back to Philemon, along with this 
letter. In a critical moral challenge, St. Paul asks Philemon how he “sees” those employed or owned as 
slaves. St. Paul insists that Philemon and the whole church no longer view Onesimus as only “a slave,” but 
rather as a “brother,” someone who shares the dignity of baptism and a complete humanity with them. 

Constant reexamination of our life before God is a challenging but essential spiritual task. There is always 
work to be done in transforming our heart into the heart of Christ. Philemon is a man of faith and someone 
St. Paul respected. But his faith journey was far from over. He was then called to look again at Onesimus, 
but through the eyes of Christ. 

Verse 6 is critical for teaching that “faith may become effective in recognizing every good there is in us 
that leads to Christ” (emphasis added). Verses 15 and 16 complete the circle by encouraging Philemon and 
the other Christians at his house church to “have him back forever, no longer as a slave, but more than a 
slave, a brother….” 
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In verse 17, St. Paul ups the ante even more: “So if you regard me as a partner, welcome him [Onesimus] as 
you would me.” The church should welcome Onesimus as though they were welcoming St. Paul himself. 
The one looked upon only as a slave is now to be seen as sharing the importance of the apostle himself. 
What are we called to look at and see anew through The Lord Jesus Christ?

This raises the questions:

Do we see a connection between our faith and our work? Our worship and our workplace?

Do I “work to live” or “live to work”? Does work enhance or disrupt family life?

How do we view those working hard at low-wage jobs? When someone needs to work at two or 
more low-wage jobs to provide for their family, are we satisfied that they are living out their “lot in life” as 
determined by the market? Or do we recognize an injustice and weigh in on behalf of those workers?

Do we recognize those who remained on the front lines of COVID-19 exposure, often out of 
necessity, and honor them for their work?

From Magisterium; see The Catechism, 2428*, 2434*, 1940 and 2186

Compendium of the Social Doctrine of the Church, 250, 264 and 302
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Gospel: The Gospel According to St. Luke 14:25–33

In this gospel passage, a large crowd of disciples and curious onlookers follow Jesus on the road to 
Jerusalem. Although he knows the trial of darkness he will face there, no one following him is even 
remotely aware of the terror and suffering that await him. Jesus turns and addresses them with stark 
imagery, laying before them the real price of following him. A decision of discipleship will mean opposition, 
persecution and a battle with the darkness of our time. Such a choice requires trust, determination and 
perseverance, especially in prayer, allowing no one or nothing to block or hinder one’s decision.

Following Jesus as a disciple today requires the same choice of traveling the road of justice in the face 
of powerful opposition and oppression. This Labor Day weekend, we need the awareness of struggles 
for workplace justice across our nation. Emerging from the COVID-19 pandemic’s impact on these past 
two-and-a-half years, more workers than ever are seeking the solidarity of labor unions in their quest for 
healthier and safer working conditions, job security and improved wages and benefits.

But even as workers join together, all too often the deck is stacked against them. Although the National 
Labor Relations Act guarantees the right to organize and be recognized as a union, well-financed efforts 
to undermine these rights abound with impunity. Large law firms exist solely for the purpose of obstructing 
union organizing efforts. Often paid millions of dollars by one company or institution, these firms utilize 
intimidation and deception to convince employees to vote against forming a union. 

Here is one example from the national workplace scene. Over the past several years, all but one new tire 
manufacturing plants have settled in four states (South Carolina, Georgia, Mississippi and Tennessee). 
All four states have anti-union legislation, a low minimum wage, high concentrations of Black Americans 
and high unemployment rates among those Black communities. They also offer significant tax breaks for 
locating in their state. 

In tire manufacturing plants located in other parts of our country, the United Steelworkers represent most 
if not all workers. The starting wage at a union tire plant in nearby North Carolina is more than $20 per 
hour, or $800 for a 40-hour week. The starting wage at many of these newer, non-union plants is $13 per 
hour, or $520 for a 40-hour week. At first glance, this seems to be a positive picture. Companies locate in 
states where they are welcomed and hire in areas where few, if any, jobs are located. The result is more 
employed people, and we hope to benefit from less expensive tire prices, but even this is not a certainty.
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The truth is less rosy and quite darker. In an example from a Southern tire community, many workers 
received no wage increase for four or five years. Beyond that, the increases are purely arbitrary. Some 
workers got received a $1-per-hour increase, while others got received a $5-per-hour increase. Try 
providing for your own personal needs at $520 per week, let alone providing for a family for a five-year 
period. Try struggling for a pay raise without knowing what criteria supervisors use to grant that increase.

At these new tire plants, overtime supplements these paychecks. But often the overtime is mandatory 
and demanded with short notice, even for that day. Your family responsibilities of picking up children, 
preparing a meal, helping with homework or caring for a sick family member are rejected as invalid, and 
you must work overtime or lose your job. 

The above represents only two of many management practices at these plants that would be unacceptable 
if workers were to form as a union. Workers at some of these plants have begun the process of organizing 
but, as mentioned above, face stiff opposition from their company and state and local laws. 

Harassment and retaliation are common even though they directly violate the National Labor Relations 
Act. With large numbers of such violations nationwide and with reduced budgets, the National Labor 
Relations Board is backlogged with several months of cases, and companies are fully aware of this 
situation. There is no incentive to treat workers justly.

These are moral issues. When people working full-time are still unable to provide for a family’s basic 
needs, family life breaks down. Workers encounter greater stress both on the workplace and at home. 
We all know what happens when family life crumbles. Community life disintegrates, neighborhoods 
deteriorate, children bring family stress into the classroom and crime increases. 

When billion-dollar-profit companies refuse to treat employees fairly and retaliate against them for union 
organizing activity, that is a moral issue. When states offer companies large tax breaks without insisting 
on some level of justice for workers, that is a moral issue. When workers are set against each other by 
arbitrary wage increases or discriminatory treatment, that is a moral issue. All these moral issues and more 
impact human dignity and the dignity of human work.

(Below are two examples from my home state of Maine. Preachers are welcomed to use these examples 
or seek situations in their own communities by contacting local labor councils or your state AFL-CIO.)

In May 2020, nurses at Maine Medical Center (MMC) in Portland voted 1001–750 to form a labor union 
affiliated with the Maine State Nurses Association. This also came after a well-funded anti-union campaign 
launched by the MMC administration. 

In January 2022, workers at Bates College in Lewiston, Maine, cast their votes on whether or not to form 
a union. But those votes remain uncounted until appeals filed by the Bates College administration are 
settled by the National Labor Relations Board. Like at MMC and Amazon, Bates College administration 
expended large amounts of money to hire law firms established for the sole purpose of disrupting, 
harassing and stopping union organizing efforts in workplaces.

The Roman Catholic Church teaches that workers’ rights to free and fair elections to decide to form (or 
not to form) a labor union is a basic human right. This has been a consistent teaching since Pope Leo XIII 
issued his papal encyclical Rerum Novarum in 1891. Since that encyclical, other popes have developed 
this Magisterium with their own encyclicals to strengthen and solidify these workers’ rights. 
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In all workplaces, with or without unions, the Catholic Church insists on justice between employers and 
workers and mutual respect for one another’s human dignity. These moral teachings are the minimum 
required of a workplace.


