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Labor Troubles, Troubled Labor 
a talk by Rev. Dr. David Breeden 
for First Unitarian Society of Minneapolis 
September 4, 2022, Labor Day Weekend 
  

INTRODUCTION: Thinking What When 

Our theme from this summer of 2022, now ending, has been, “Long Light of Summer: 
Finding Rest, Wonder, and Joy.” 

Here we are at the weekend that traditionally marks the end of the summer season. 
It’s back to school time. 

A time that always filled me with dread when I was in grade school and high school. 
All you have to do is say, “back to school sale” and I will flash on a memory of a 
cardboard satchel I once had as a kid. (It was printed to look like leather, but reeked 
of cardboard.) 

I hated school. I really, really hated school.  

Why did I hate grade school and high school with a passion, but went on the get 
several college degrees? 

Because college classes were not like—or at least they didn’t feel to me like—grade and 
high school classes. Yes, they still had content and were taught in the same lecture 
method. But I was interested in the content. The content felt important to my life and 
to my way of being.  

I get it that all this was subjective: I felt like what I was learning had meaning and 
purpose for me. Even though, little known fact: You can’t order pizza in Old English. 
Seriously: You can’t order pizza in Old English. For several reasons . . .  

And that’s where I get interested: those several reasons. The history of ideas! When 
and how have people been able to think certain things in certain ways? 

The same thing, I would argue, is true for work—we need meaning and purpose.  
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Here we are in a moment when unemployment is at a fifty-year low. Sections of 
restaurants are closed due to staff shortages; businesses are opening later and 
closing earlier due to staffing shortages. Some small businesses are giving up and 
closing their doors because they can’t find enough people to stay open.  

As we come out of the pandemic, many people who can retire are retiring. Many who 
can work remotely are demanding to work remotely.  

Something is happening. And I think that something has something to do with why I 
stopped hating school . . . seeing the worth of what I was doing. I found value. 

That insight was summed up well by the American writer Studs Terkel when he 
wrote, ”Most of us have jobs that are too small for our spirits."   

”Most of us have jobs that are too small for our spirits."   

ONE: Public Work 

As many of you know, I grew up on a farm among farm people. But my mother and 
father traveled constantly to find work.  

When I was young, the common phrase for working off the farm was “public work.” As 
in, “oh, she went off and did public work, then come back with a car!”  

Which fairly well summed it up: for farmers, “public work” was about making money, 
then—if at all possible—getting back to the farm as quickly as possible. “Public work” 
was considered dull, repetitive, demeaning. But lucrative.  

Public work was about working for people you had no respect for, making things that 
made other people rich.  

In those days, the lucky—mostly men—and mostly white men—got into labor unions. My 
father was in “The International Brotherhood of Boilermakers, Iron Ship Builders, 
Blacksmiths, Forgers and Helpers.” The term “brotherhood” in the title kind of said it 
all: the expectation was men only; and mostly white men only. 

Nowadays, the Boilermakers are part of the United Steel Workers Union, actually, the 
complete title of which is “The United Steel, Paper and Forestry, Rubber, 
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Manufacturing, Energy, Allied Industrial and Service Workers International Union,” and 
they are indeed open to everyone for membership.  

My mother also worked in factories, but—like most women of her generation—she 
never got the chance to join a union.  

This gender discrepancy went way back.  

In celebration of labor today, I would like to relate a bit of history, specifically the 1912 
Lawrence, Massachusetts Textile Strike, better known as the Bread and Roses Strike.  

In the early-twentieth century, Lawrence, Massachusetts was a center of textile 
manufacturing, and the mills had drawn immigrants from all over the world, speaking 
more than fifty languages. Also, due to the nature of the textile machines, women and 
children, with their smaller hands and arms, made up the bulk of the workforce.  

The only labor union that admitted women in those days was the Industrial Workers of 
the World, the IWW, often known as “the Wobblies,” because so many of their 
members spoke little or no English, and bigots said the members sounded like 
“wobble, wobble, wobble.” 

That’s the set-up for the Break and Roses Strike. 

The phrase “bread and roses” occurred in a speech by the women's rights activist 
Helen Todd: ”bread for all, and roses too,” she said.  

A St. Paul, Minnesota native, James Oppenheim, was taken by Helen Todd’s idea, and 
published a poem by that name, and the poem later became a song titled “As We 
Come, Marching, Marching.” 

“Bread and roses” has come to represent that dual call of human beings seeking both 
livable wages and a flourishing, spiritually fulfilling life.  

One of the heroes to emerge from the Lawrence strike was Elizabeth Gurley Flynn.  
She was a member of the Industrial Workers of the World, and her fiery rhetoric led to 
her be called “Rebel Girl.”  

A song of that title was written by Joe Hill—yes, that Joe Hill, who we will be hearing 
about in the final song this morning.  

https://www.poetrynook.com/poem/bread-and-roses
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Later in life Elizabeth Gurley Flynn would be a founding member of the ACLU, the 
American Civil Liberties Union. 

Basic health and safety measures, fair pay, and shorter hours were the call. The results 
were not encouraging.  

TWO: Private Work: Getting Harder To Be 

I. 

Fast-forward to today, more than a century later. It’s easy to say, “oh, those terrible 
capitalist pigs. We’re sure showed them when the New Deal came along!”  

But let’s not let ourselves off the hook quite so easily.  

An article in Bloomberg by journalist Claire Suddath, says it all: “It’s Getting Harder to 
Be a Woman in America.” Suddath points out:  

Women hold about two-thirds of student loan debt in this country. 

Half of women age 55 to 66 have no retirement savings. 

The women’s-to-men’s earnings ratio has stayed in the 80% to 83% range since 
2004.  1

Sounds a little dispiriting, doesn’t it? Sounds like many, many women are still not 
getting either roses . . . or bread. 

Also, we know, the list goes on in terms of attacks on the basic human rights of 
American women. 

Elizabeth Gurley Flynn, Rebel Girl, is turning in her grave . . .  

II. 

 https://www.bloomberg.com/news/features/2022-08-03/roe-decision-epitomizes-1

increasing-burnout-among-women

https://www.bloomberg.com/news/features/2022-08-03/roe-decision-epitomizes-increasing-burnout-among-women
https://www.bloomberg.com/news/features/2022-08-03/roe-decision-epitomizes-increasing-burnout-among-women
https://www.bloomberg.com/news/features/2022-08-03/roe-decision-epitomizes-increasing-burnout-among-women
https://www.bloomberg.com/
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So, back to that question of what is being asked of us—of society—with the cry for 
“bread and roses.” Heavy borrowing to gain education; jobs that provide no 
retirement or other basic benefits; and that dismal history of women making way less 
than men . . .  

Not much bread. No roses.  

Why is it still, more than a century after the Bread and Roses Strike, that the words of 
Studs Terkel are as true as ever: ”Most of us have jobs that are too small for our 
spirits"?  

I’ve been a manager for a long time. First in the academic world, then in the 
congregational world. Or the academic “industry” and the religion “business.” What 
have I learned after decades of experience? 

One lesson is that some people don’t care and won’t care, no matter what you do.  

And, 

some people can’t fail and won’t fail, no matter what. 

And, most people fall somewhere between those extremes: most of us do care if we 
are given the chance to care; and most of us can succeed, if we are given the chance 
to succeed. 

As a manger, the goal is to minimize the former and maximize the latter and give the 
vast middle the tools they need to succeed: both bread and roses.  

#That’s one thing I’ve learned from my life—that almost all human beings want to do 
something for other human beings. #When we feel like we are doing that thing that 
we consider we should be doing for our fellow human beings . . . and the planet . . . 
and all its living things . . . that’s the happy place for most or us. In that case, we have 
jobs that are NOT too small for our spirits!  

The contempt and hatred that farm families had for “public work” when I was growing 
up was in contrast to the love that farm families felt for farming. Everybody works on a 
farm, from the smallest to the oldest. One of my mother’s earliest memories was 
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sitting under a tree at the end of a field, watching her mother harvest wheat—which I 
hasten to add was done by hand in those days, not machine.  

Everybody worked. But not really, because as some wag pointed out, “work” is 
anything you don’t want to do. So farm “work” wasn’t work—it was living. It was a job 
big enough for the human spirit!  

It is telling that the good ‘ol phrase “many hands make light work” originated in the 
1300s.  A long time ago. 2

#“Work” that has a clear and meaningful purpose . . . it’s not work. It’s being alive.  

Work that feels like play is not work! It’s being alive.   

CONCLUSION: Gone, Not Gone 

What does labor look like today? What does “laboring” even mean in our time? 

What would a philosophy or a theology of work look like?  

Why don’t we have one?  

And reflect: As I’ve mentioned before, trust in institutions is at an all-time low. From 
government to institutional religion—trust is at an all time low. Except for labor unions.  
Why? I suspect that the reason has partly to do with the “us” factor: unions are about 
solidarity: human beings sticking together. And sticking together is all about trust. 

Studs Terkel got it right: “Most of us have jobs that are too small for our spirits." If you 
haven’t read his brilliant book Working, do yourself a favor and take a look. Terkel was 
a master at asking people questions that elicited deep answers.  

What is apparent in that book; what I’ve learned from my life of watching farm life die; 
what I’ve seen as a manager of mostly privileged people . . .  

People don’t want to work, but people do want to do something valuable with their 
lives and something of value in the lives of others.  

 https://www.etymonline.com/word/work2

https://www.etymonline.com/word/work
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Here’s the deeper question: What should work look like in a liberal democracy? 

Shouldn’t our laws and our cultural assumptions reflect liberal values? Values such as 
inherent worth of all individuals; bread . . . and those roses that female workers asked 
for back in 1912? 

I can honestly say that my mother never got either bread or roses in her life of “public 
work.”  

How about your mother? Your grandmother?  

How did it work out for them? 

Are we on the road to repairing the harm done to working women, or are we 
replicating their struggles? 

The march must continue . . .  
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