Take This Job and Love It #7

“Union Dues…and Don’ts”

Romans 13-15
Few subjects in our society are as divisive and potentially explosive as labor unions.  Whether you are a member of a union (or used to be), a member of management, or a worker in a non-union place, you probably have deeply held ideas and beliefs on the subject.  When labor strife occurs and sides are pitched for battle, the intensity on both sides grows.  Talk of replacement workers, plants shutting down, and contract negotiations add fuel to the emotional fire.

What is a Christian to do when it comes to labor unions and related issues?  Think of some of the real-life dilemmas Christians face on the job, such as:

· Should a Christian be involved in the labor union of his/her workplace?

· Should a Christian work at less than their capacity if the union says to?

· Should a Christian utilize union representation when dealing with management?

· Should a Christian participate in a strike or other picket line?

· Should a Christian work as a replacement for striking union members?

· Should a Christian boycott non-union businesses?

· Should a Christian treat replacement workers with contempt and/or violence?

These are real situations you and I will face at one time or another.  They are not simple questions with easy answers, either.  Maybe that’s why so few Christian authors write about the subject and why so few preachers address it.  

But we cannot avoid this issue, either.  As John Stott notes, “Right attitudes at work are essential to our enjoyment of it; right relationships at work are equally important.”
  Perhaps there is no other relationship as vital at the workplace as the one between management and labor.  Whether you work in a place with twelve people or twelve hundred people, the relationship between these groups will go a long way to determine how effectively the company progresses and fulfills its obligations.

The Clear Advantages of Labor Unions


I would like to begin this morning by considering the clear advantages of labor unions.  There are some positive aspects that we should acknowledge about the union movement.  Historically speaking, 

trade unions developed in the nineteenth century to protect workers against exploitative bosses.  Since workers had no rights under [the law] at that time, they were forced to organize themselves from outside.  Over the years they have secured great gains for labor, both in wages and in conditions.  They were therefore absolutely necessary; without their sense of collective responsibility and their persistent struggles labor would still be exploited today.


The two general areas of positive impact with regard to labor unions are improved working conditions and improved wage compensation.  Laws regarding worker safety and limits on the number of hours per day or per week employees could be forced to work have improved the lives of many workers.  For the most part, union employees tend to enjoy better pay and benefits packages than those who do not work for a union.


I can attest to this personally.  I went from a supervisory job with low pay and benefits to a union factory job making twice the money and better benefits.  My pay almost doubled going from a leadership position to a regular ol’ plant worker!  Not only that, but I would have never lost my first job the way I did in a union plant.  Grievance procedures and arbitration help insure fairness between employees.


Many workers, if given the chance, will choose to work in a union workplace because of these clear advantages.  But that is not the whole story.

The Corrupt Abuses of Labor Unions


Unfortunately, recent history has demonstrated the corrupt abuses of labor unions.  By the 1950’s—barely half a century after the movement began—the phrases “organized labor” and “organized crime” were nearly synonymous. This led to some high-profile cases by the government against those who used the union movement for personal prestige or gain.


I am probably the only card-carrying member of the Teamster’s union with a section of my study devoted to Robert F. Kennedy.  First as chief counsel for the Senate Rackets Committee and later as Attorney General of the United States, Kennedy pursued those who broke the law in the name of labor.  Several well-known figures, including some Teamster’s presidents, were tried and convicted of serious crimes, including the misappropriation of union funds.  This is still going on today, but it has become so commonplace that it fails to make the headlines any more.


The second corrupt abuse in the labor movement is misrepresentation.  Years ago I worked in a print shop, and for a while we were asked to make copies of the newsletter for a local union.  As I scanned over the contents, I was amazed at the antagonistic tone against the management and ownership of the plant.  Some of the allegations were obviously untrue, but were used to incite the union workers to follow their lead.


Misrepresentation often occurs around contract time.  Unrealistic figures of company sales and profits are published to encourage the union members to hold out for more money.  (The opposite also happens: Management often misrepresents work numbers in their favor in order to keep pay raises low.)


Thirdly the attitude of maliciousness creeps in.  The tone of those newsletters, or of contract negotiations, is often nothing less than incendiary.  Distrust turns into dislike, partnership to paranoia, until the two sides can barely sit in the same room.  Stott comments,

The tragedy is that the first loyalty of the workers tends to be given to their union rather than their firm, and that confrontation is now built into the very structures of industry…. Why must the language of “winning” and “losing,” whenever there is an industrial dispute, be perpetuated?
 


Too often when labor and management square off, there are no winners; everybody loses.

The Christian Approach to Labor Unions

So what is the Christian approach to labor unions?  Should we conclude that unions are inherently evil because of the corrupt abuses sometimes found there?  No, I do not think so.  I agree with Stott that, “God means work to be a cooperative enterprise in which we collaborate with him and others for the common good.”
  The words “cooperation” and “collaboration” both point to what the labor union movement ought to be about.  Workers need to cooperate with one another and collaborate with those above them in order for the workplace to be productive and satisfying.  I am reminded of Solomon’s words in Ecclesiastes 4:9-12,

Two are better than one, because they have a good return for their work: If one falls down, his friend can help him up. But pity the man who falls and has no one to help him up!  Also, if two lie down together, they will keep warm. But how can one keep warm alone?  Though one may be overpowered, two can defend themselves. A cord of three strands is not quickly broken. 


Whether referring to the relationships between workers or between management and labor, these are good Biblical principles to guide the Christian employee or employer.  


While the Bible does not specifically address the subject of labor unions, we can draw from the Scriptures vital lessons that can and do apply.  Turn in your Bibles to Romans 13.  We are not going to go verse-by-verse through these three chapters, but rather point out some general principles that can be utilized.


The first Christian approach to labor unions is that there must be consistency with the laws of God and the laws of the land (Romans 13).  Paul writes in Romans 13:1-5,

Everyone must submit himself to the governing authorities, for there is no authority except that which God has established. The authorities that exist have been established by God. Consequently, he who rebels against the authority is rebelling against what God has instituted, and those who do so will bring judgment on themselves. For rulers hold no terror for those who do right, but for those who do wrong. Do you want to be free from fear of the one in authority? Then do what is right and he will commend you. For he is God's servant to do you good. But if you do wrong, be afraid, for he does not bear the sword for nothing. He is God's servant, an agent of wrath to bring punishment on the wrongdoer. Therefore, it is necessary to submit to the authorities, not only because of possible punishment but also because of conscience. 


Whether we are on the side of management or of labor, we are not to break the laws of God or of our country.  When labor unions were first beginning, there were no legal protection for the members; today that situation has improved drastically.  When it comes to workplace inequity, the old saying is true: “Two wrongs don’t make a right.”  Peter writes in 1 Peter 2:19-20,

For it is commendable if a man bears up under the pain of unjust suffering because he is conscious of God. But how is it to your credit if you receive a beating for doing wrong and endure it? But if you suffer for doing good and you endure it, this is commendable before God.


As we saw in last week’s message on dealing with unfair treatment, there are many possible reactions to wrongs suffered, most of which are irresponsible and cause more harm than good.  Some are against the laws of the land, while others are against the laws of our Lord.  We must make certain that our thoughts, words, actions, and attitudes are consistent with what is legal and moral.


Beyond the legalities, there are other questions regarding labor unions that are not black or white.  Whether or not to join a labor union, whether or not to participate in a strike, whether or not to take a job as a replacement worker when a union is on strike—none of these questions are directly addressed in the Bible.  There is no one right or wrong answer that applies to everyone.  In these cases, we must build convictions based on biblical standards.


The classic text on building such convictions is found in Romans chapter fourteen.  Though Paul deals with the specific issues of keeping the Sabbath and eating meat sacrificed to idols, we can insert any topic that the Bible does not directly command or prohibit and draw from these principles he lays down.


After outlining the two current issues in his day, Paul writes in verse 5, “Each one should be fully convinced in his own mind.”  Know what you believe and why you believe it.  And once you have made up your mind, stick to your guns!  Don’t claim to believe one way and act another.  That is the quickest way to destroy your testimony.  


Peter found himself in trouble for this very cause in Galatians 2:11-14,

When Peter came to Antioch, I opposed him to his face, because he was clearly in the wrong. Before certain men came from James, he used to eat with the Gentiles. But when they arrived, he began to draw back and separate himself from the Gentiles because he was afraid of those who belonged to the circumcision group. The other Jews joined him in his hypocrisy, so that by their hypocrisy even Barnabas was led astray.  When I saw that they were not acting in line with the truth of the gospel, I said to Peter in front of them all, “You are a Jew, yet you live like a Gentile and not like a Jew. How is it, then, that you force Gentiles to follow Jewish customs?”


Peter could talk a good game about allowing Gentiles into the Church, but when the delegation from James came around, he avoided his Gentile friends like the plague!  Paul had to step in and say, in effect, “Peter, make up your mind!  Decide what is right for you in this situation and stand on it.


If you are not sure about arriving at a biblically based belief or conviction on a matter, go to a trusted brother or sister in Christ that knows the Scriptures and will be able to shed some light on the matter.


Thirdly, we should demonstrate consideration of others who may not hold to our convictions.  Both Romans 14 and 15 have much to say on this matter:

Accept him whose faith is weak, without passing judgment on disputable matters. One man's faith allows him to eat everything, but another man, whose faith is weak, eats only vegetables. The man who eats everything must not look down on him who does not, and the man who does not eat everything must not condemn the man who does, for God has accepted him. Who are you to judge someone else's servant? To his own master he stands or falls. And he will stand, for the Lord is able to make him stand [Rom 14:1-4].
You, then, why do you judge your brother? Or why do you look down on your brother? For we will all stand before God's judgment seat. It is written: “‘As surely as I live’, says the Lord, ‘every knee will bow before me; every tongue will confess to God.’”  So then, each of us will give an account of himself to God. Therefore let us stop passing judgment on one another [Rom 14:10-13].

May the God who gives endurance and encouragement give you a spirit of unity among yourselves as you follow Christ Jesus, so that with one heart and mouth you may glorify the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ.  Accept one another, then, just as Christ accepted you, in order to bring praise to God [Rom 15:5-7].

That “spirit of unity among yourselves” is precisely what is needed in the workplace, but sadly is lacking.  Paul spoke of this in Romans 14:19, “Let us therefore make every effort to do what leads to peace and to mutual edification.”  Notice the words, “mutual edification.”  There is nothing selfish about this.  Our relationships at work ought to be marked by cooperation and consideration for others.

When this happens, we will experience the words of Psalm 133, read for us earlier as our Scripture reading:

How good and pleasant it is when brothers live together in unity!  It is like precious oil poured on the head, running down on the beard, running down on Aaron's beard, down upon the collar of his robes.  It is as if the dew of Hermon were falling on Mount Zion. For there the Lord bestows his blessing, even life forevermore. 


What a difference we would see at our workplaces if there were unity and cooperation!  Rather than divisions between management and labor, or even between union labor and non-union workers, there would be true peace.  Work would become more of a delight rather than a dread.  The quality of work would improve.  As Stott concludes, “The Church should be the first community in which class stratification and a ‘them-us’ mentality are overcome.”


I realize some of you may be disappointed that I did not give definitive answers as to whether a Christian should join a union or participate in a strike or take a job as a replacement worker.  That was not my intention.  But I hope and pray that through the principles shared this morning you will be able to arrive at your convictions on these difficult topics.


Jesus prayed concerning His disciples, 

“My prayer is not for them alone. I pray also for those who will believe in me through their message, that all of them may be one, Father, just as you are in me and I am in you. May they also be in us so that the world may believe that you have sent me. I have given them the glory that you gave me, that they may be one as we are one: I in them and you in me. May they be brought to complete unity to let the world know that you sent me and have loved them even as you have loved me” [John 17:20-23].


Is this too much to ask for the workplace as well?
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