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Preface

No one and nothing is unaffected by the ever-growing 
disparity between the proverbial 99 percent who have to 
work for a living—the working majority—and the 1 percent 
who may also work but whose wealth and power derives from 
other sources. This is true not only for individuals but also 
for their families and communities. It is true not only for the 
worlds of politics and economics but also for the worlds of 
culture and faith. The growing disparity shapes us deeply, all 
the way to the core. And unfortunately, young people of the 
99 percent are the most affected, as the limited standards of 
living their parents enjoyed are eroding at an alarming pace 
and no one knows how they will live in a few years. 

In this book we are not complaining but searching for 
solutions. We are convinced that all those affected by these 
problems can also contribute to turning things around by 
what we are calling deep solidarity.1 Such solidarity needs to 
rest on broad shoulders, drawing energy from all aspects of 
life, politics, economics, religion, and the realities of labor 
or work (terms we use interchangeably).2 

Current debates about disparity are often limited 
to distribution and redistribution of wealth. These are 
important debates, to be sure, but they prevent us from 
looking at how disparity is created in the first place. Worse 
yet, these debates can make the debaters look as if they are 
asking to get something for nothing, looking for handouts, 
or “spreading the wealth around” that they have not earned. 
When young people join the fight for redistribution, they 
are often made to look as if they are trying to mooch off 
the older generations. Condemnations of greed can be even 
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viii       Unified We Are A force

more counterproductive, as they tend to disregard the ways 
in which such extreme wealth is produced. 

In this book, we propose a better way to approach 
economic disparity by taking a closer look at how wealth is 
produced. Instead of starting with the question of distribution, 
we start with the question of production: Whose work and 
labor do we tend to value most and for what reasons? Why is 
the contribution of autoworkers valued so much less than the 
contribution of the CEOs of their companies, for instance, 
despite the ever-growing productivity of the workers? The 
essential question is, What is the value of the contributions of 
the 99 percent and who determines it?

Production, work, and labor are, of course, not simply 
valued by money and benefits. Value can also be expressed in 
how much input people have in their work, their products, 
and in the governance of their workplaces. Americans in 
particular should ask themselves why democracy should be 
a matter for politics and not also in the realm of economics. 

This book reflects our experiences of living in Dallas, 
Texas, for over twenty years. Some have called Dallas the 
“belly of the beast” where the disparities are greater than in 
most any American city and where the concerns of working 
people find less support than in most other places. Thirty-
eight percent of Dallas children live under the poverty line, 
a higher percentage than in any other US city above one 
million residents.3

Most of their parents go to work every day.
Nevertheless, working people in Dallas have never given 

up and today the influence of working people and their 
movements is growing again, including the Texas AFL-CIO 
(American Federation of Labor and the Congress of Industrial 
Organizations). In a city that has more churches than most 
other places in the world, faith communities are slow to 
support the causes of working people. But some are waking 
up to the problem. Most exciting, this support is growing not 
only in progressive communities of faith but also in more 
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Introduction       ix

traditional ones, bringing confirmation of the time-honored 
phrase, “if you can make it here, you can make it anywhere.”

For the past two decades, we have collaborated with 
organizations and groups around the nation and around 
the globe. And while peoples’ situations differ, our approach 
has helped us start this conversation on the convergence of 
religion, politics, and labor in many places we could never 
have anticipated or imagined. And we hope to begin sharing 
it even more and everywhere.

The chapters of this book build on each other but also 
stand alone. Following an overview of the problem in chapter 
1, we begin to get a bit more specific covering the various 
challenges faced by faith communities and in the labor field, 
as well as ways to incorporate deep solidarity and how to 
make organizing changes. Chapter 2 describes the problem 
of work and chapter 4 covers issues faced by people of 
faith. People from the world of labor and other movements 
will find help in chapter 5, and everyone will gain help in 
chapters 3 and 6, on activism and deep solidarity and on 
organizing, respectively.

This conversation is large and ongoing, so endnotes 
will contain references to further reading and where further 
engagement may be needed.
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1

Introduction

“We are all workers now.”—Juan Peron, Evita    

Most of us have grown up with the belief that we are 
living in a middle-class country where workers are but a 
minority. The truth is that 99 percent of us have to work for a 
living, and even the 1 percent whose income derives mainly 
from their investments often work. Most of us are workers 
in one sense or another, despite the fact that some might be 
able to survive a little longer than others without a paycheck. 
Workers are still the majority, even if one defines workers in 
a more technical sense as those who work for someone else 
and who have limited power at work and over their work; 
63 percent of all Americans fall into that category and the 
numbers appear to be rising.1 Even young people who are 
graduating from college are now more likely than ever to 
enter the workforce as temp workers, or as employees with 
little power and no benefits, if they are fortunate enough to 
land a job. It stands to reason that we should talk not merely 
of the working-class majority but of the working majority.

Even seasoned professionals, who used to be proud of 
their independence, increasingly find themselves treated 
like workers, as corporations constantly increase workload, 
expectations, and pressure. One of the fastest groups of 
contingent workers consists of professionals who are college-
educated and white collar. 2 Small business people often find 
themselves working alongside workers, experiencing similar 
pressures. In any case, the gulf separating the managers 
of large businesses from the managers of small businesses 
appears to be greater than the gulf separating the managers 
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2       Unified We Are A force

of small businesses from their workers. The test for that is 
what happens when Walmart or a similar large corporation 
comes to town and puts small businesses out of existence, 
hand in hand with the better-paying, more fulfilling jobs. 

White collar or blue collar, salaried or waged, black or 
brown or white, gay or straight, male or female, professionals, 
business people: most of us work for a living and most of us 
are increasingly experiencing the pressures of work. This is 
why we will be talking about “deep solidarity,” which puts 
more than 99 percent of the population in the same boat. 
When this is seen, our diversities can be put to positive use, 
enabling us to work together to overcome injustice wherever 
we find it. The 1 percent are not necessarily excluded: they 
always have the option of putting themselves on the side of 
the 99 percent, and some do.3 We are not excluding them 
from this project, they do so themselves, and this may well 
be the reason why “rich people have problems too,” as the 
popular saying goes.4

Can there be any doubt that religion and politics are 
also affected by the pressures we experience at work? After 
all, we spend the bulk of our waking hours working for a 
living, which implies that work shapes us deeply. So why 
are these matters so rarely addressed? The good news is that 
much is happening to change things. There are numerous 
efforts by communities of faith, unions, and other groups 
who are making a difference. These efforts are what inspired 
this book. 

Why Are You Here?

All of us would benefit from pondering this question 
every now and then. Too often, our organizations end up 
merely going through the motions. This is true for all types of 
communities that typically start out as meaningful, inspired 
movements.

This question was put to us in a meeting with a group 
of Latino ironworkers who were considering organizing 

EARLY
 R

EVIE
W

 C
OPY

©2016 by Joerg Rieger & Rosemary Henkel-Rieger Published by Chalice Press ALL RIGHTS RESERVED



Introduction       3

to become affiliate members of a union. The workers had 
every right to be suspicious: Why would we—a theologian, a 
community organizer, and some of our allies—want to meet 
with them? To discuss matters of faith? More specifically, 
why would theologians and religious leaders want to get 
involved? Why not stay with their usual constituencies 
in their churches, synagogues, and mosques? The workers 
probably assumed our presence had something to do with 
religious charity. 

In response, Joerg summarized the reasons. While many 
people believe the world is shaped from the top down, and 
that power rests with wealthy CEOs and political leaders, 
many religious traditions, including Christian ones and their 
Jewish and Muslim relatives, know it is possible to look at 
the world the other way around. In the Exodus from Egypt, 
Moses and the Hebrew slaves found that God struggles with 
those who yearn for liberation. Jews, Christians, and Muslims 
share in these ancient traditions commemorating an escape 
from oppression. Similar commemorations can be found in 
many other traditions as well. 

This shared experience of liberation bears witness to the 
fact that the world is best changed from the bottom to the 
top, not the other way round. There is greater potential for 
transformation when working people come together and 
work in deep solidarity than when a president, mayor, or 
corporate leaders take over without consideration of the rest 
of us. To the 99 percent, it often doesn’t occur to us that we 
might be closer to these ironworkers than to the 1 percent 
or even to the 0.1 percent who possess most of the wealth 
and the power it conveys in this country. Here, with the 
99 percent, is where we find not only budding social and 
religious movements but also evidence of the divine at work 
among us. This reality is part of our shared heritage and we 
will explore it in this book, regardless of the fact that many 
have given up hope that the enormous disparities of the 
present might come to an end. 
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4       Unified We Are A force

We believe that with enough people joining in solidarity, 
the world can truly be changed. 

This project goes beyond the usual discussion of morality 
and what we should and should not do according to 
particular ethical ideals. We want to know where the greatest 
sources of energy and community are and how to connect 
with them in deep solidarity.

Special Interest?

Whose interests is this book serving? 
It is one of the most pernicious misunderstandings of 

our times to think that work and labor are the concern of 
“special interest groups.” In a recent interview, a theologian 
and community organizer claimed that a living wage was the 
interest of lower-class whites, while African Americans were 
concerned about black lives and Latinos and Latinas were 
concerned about the legalization of immigration. The truth 
is that all of these groups and anybody else who has to work 
for a living has a stake in matters of work and labor. Race, 
ethnicity, as well as gender and sexuality, are not separate 
concerns, as each of them carries implications for work and 
labor; these factors do not remove the concerns of work 
and labor; if anything they complicate them and worsen 
them. Conversely, work is also a significant place where race, 
ethnicity, gender, and sexuality are shaped, worked out and 
controlled, for good or for ill.

We are not trying to argue that work is all that matters. 
But work does matter to everything, touching on all issues of 
life and faith. It helps neither to resolve the deadly forces 
of racism nor the life-and-death matters of immigration 
without people’s ability to make a living and employ their 
productivity for the common good. As Martin Luther King 
Jr., said, shortly before he was killed in Memphis in 1968: 
“What does it profit a man to be able to eat at an integrated 
lunch counter if he doesn’t earn enough money to buy 
a hamburger and a cup of coffee?”5 Recall that King was 
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Introduction       5

supporting a strike of mostly African American sanitation 
workers at the time of his death. Rather than playing off 
against each other the various sources of oppression, what 
happens if we join hands, following King’s example? 

One of the greatest African American labor leaders, A. 
Philip Randolph, stated in 1944 that “no greater wrong 
has been committed against the Negro than the denial to 
him of the right to work.”6 Randolph believed that without 
economic freedom the political freedom of the African 
American population would be incomplete.7 This does not 
mean that we should neglect the issue of police killing black 
people, or other causes of contemporary movements and 
protest. However, the challenge to the status quo is more 
profound when the more deeply engrained injustices are 
not overlooked and included in the discussion of the more 
visible injustices. 

The Material and Spiritual Are Connected 

One way to miss the value of this discussion is to consider 
it merely about material concerns. Yet work and labor are 
both material and spiritual matters, as they shape us all the 
way to the core, impacting us from our most basic needs, all 
the way up to our loftiest ideals. Likewise, religion and faith 
are both material and spiritual matters, as their concerns 
always have practical implications for all of life. Work and 
religion or work and faith cannot be separated along purely 
material or spiritual lines.

Indeed, in the Abrahamic traditions, no such easy 
separation exists. When the apostle Paul talks about the 
works of the Spirit and the works of the flesh, he talks 
about practices that incorporate both material and spiritual: 
“fornication, impurity, licentiousness” and “kindness, 
generosity, faithfulness” (Gal. 5:19, 22) In the Jewish 
traditions, which influenced both Christianity and Islam, 
salvation is not a matter of escaping into another world but 
of living a full life here and now, combining what we consider 
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6       Unified We Are A force

material and spiritual. God’s covenants with Abraham 
and Moses, which are recognized by Jews, Christians, and 
Muslims, are focused on the material well-being of people 
rather than on some otherworldly spiritual plane. In all of 
the Abrahamic religions, the material and the spiritual are 
inseparable, and sometimes indistinguishable.

Yet though our ancient traditions do not separate the 
material and the spiritual, our contemporary world often 
does. One of the most common complaints we hear today is 
that people are “too materialistic.” This means, supposedly, 
that people only care about things and how to get more 
things. While on the surface this sentiment appears true 
enough, it is wrongheaded on almost all counts. 

What people really care about is not things but what 
these things stand for. The pleasure of owning a cell phone, 
for instance, is not primarily in the material object that it is. 
It is not even about owning a powerful mini computer that 
fits in our pockets. The pleasure in owning a cell phone comes 
from the power of having one’s voice heard (“Can you hear 
me now?”), and the facilitation of our relationships to others 
(both those on the other end of the phone and the ones who 
see us using it). And ultimately, owning this material object 
is all about being included, admired, and loved. 

Similarly with cars, houses, boats, clothing, jewelry or 
anything people purchase at shopping malls: what really 
matters is whether they are able to bring us love, keep us safe, 
grant us status, and function as fulfillments of our innermost 
desires. The most successful advertising campaigns are those 
that manage to establish this connection between a thing 
and the deeper powers it grants us and allows us to wield.

What would be the alternative to being “too materialistic?” 
When the problem is formulated in this way, even 
nonreligious people often assume the required antidote 
is to become “more spiritual” somehow.8 Here, spiritual is 
understood as the opposite of material. Yet who says the 
material has to be discounted in this way? The Abrahamic 
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Introduction       7

traditions make us rethink this artificial division, our zero-
sum game that’s become too simplistic and misleading. 
Being human, we cannot leave the material world behind, 
as survival depends on food, shelter, and clothing, and other 
materials such as clean water and health care and physical 
work in some form or fashion. So why play our material 
reality off against some immaterial spirituality?

Jesus spoke of spirituality being tied to material reality. 
He said the goal is not to exchange the material for the 
spiritual but to exchange a broken material reality for a new 
one. Instead of blaming the sick (as in “Who sinned?” in 
John 9:2), Jesus healed the sick. Instead of condemning the 
poor to poverty and preaching salvation in the next world, 
Jesus proclaimed good news here and now (Matt. 11:5; Luke 
4:18). Instead of telling the rich young ruler that his material 
possessions did not matter, Jesus called for him to distribute 
them to the poor (Mark 10:17–22). What is spiritual to Jesus 
is not immaterial reality but what contributes to changing an 
oppressive material reality into a liberated material reality.

This is the deeper implication we’ve tried to capture in 
this book. Without the reality of work and labor, any effort 
to talk about spirituality is in vain. And without the real 
possibility of transforming material reality, both labor and 
religion would be a waste of time. 
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9

chApter 1 

The Basic Issues

Work and Labor: Why Should Anybody Care?

Despite the fact that “hard work” is still officially 
considered the way to success and that virtually all of us have 
to work for a living, work and labor matter surprisingly little 
these days. This is true in almost all areas of life, including 
economics, politics, and even religion. Moreover, this is true 
across the ideological spectrum, with few exceptions.

In the worlds of economics and business, the focus is 
on portfolios and the value of stocks rather than on work 
and workers. Both the law and the prevalent business logic 
dictate that the interest of stockholders trumps the interest 
of workers. The value of companies is decided on the basis 
of profit with little regard for the treatment or the happiness 
of workers. The business pages of the newspapers may 
report economic productivity gains in broad strokes but 
rarely report what is happening at the workplace either. In 
our experience, the media often refuse to cover problems 
and abuses at the workplace even when these matters are 
brought to their attention by esteemed representatives of the 
community. Yet what if economics is not primarily about 
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10       Unified We Are A force

money and stocks but about work, who does it, how it gets 
done, and who benefits from it?1

In the world of politics and power the focus is on those 
who can finance campaigns and who belong to the networks 
of power that are able to determine what is to be done, rather 
than on those whose work and whose taxes make politics 
possible. Elections are won by talking about wedge issues 
like religion, guns, and sexuality. Campaigns rarely include 
the topic of work, and even the more progressive politicians 
are, for the most part, surprisingly silent on the topic. In 
addition, hundreds of thousands if not millions of working 
people are actively kept away from the polls by Voter ID laws 
and other hurdles such as long lines at the polls in minority 
neighborhoods, spread of misinformation, and sometimes 
even intimidation. As a result, many working people are 
deprived of a major part of their ability to participate in 
democratic politics. What if politics is not primarily about 
elected leaders but about the ones who elect them, the 99 
percent who work for a living, the working majority?

Not even in the world of religion does work matter much, 
as the focus of religious communities is mostly on what 
happens during leisure time and on religious performances 
that take place when people are not at work.2 Those who 
attend worship services are not only off work but are often 
trying to forget about work. It should not surprise us that 
much of religion is more interested in what happens in the 
bedroom than what goes on in the boardroom and that it 
seems even less interested in other places where people work. 
Sometimes religion assumes that its task is to regenerate 
people on their days off work for whatever it is they need to 
do back at work, but even in this case there is little concern 
for what really happens at work let alone for transforming 
what happens at work. What if religion is not primarily 
about what happens in another dimension but about what 
difference the divine and people of faith are making in this 
world, including what happens at work?
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Basic Issues       11

The most fashionable positions across the ideological 
spectrum also seem to be at a loss when it comes to the 
topic of work. Conservatives of all colors emphasize the 
value of hard work, but when it comes to actual work they 
are quick to blame those who do it. Those who have trouble 
making ends meet financially are blamed for being lazy or 
are considered unworthy of adequate pay, no matter how 
hard they work. Even working more than one job at a time, 
as many low-wage workers are forced to do, does not seem 
to be enough. The multitude of liberals care about many 
injustices, paying attention to matters of gender, sexuality, 
race, ethnicity, the environment, and even poverty, but 
there is surprisingly little engagement of issues having to do 
with work and labor. Centrists, who believe that the truth 
is somewhere in the middle, are even less interested in the 
topic of work because they do not encounter it as a strong 
concern in the tensions between conservatives and liberals 
that they are trying to mediate.

The media reflect these attitudes. If someone not familiar 
with humanity were to watch television, they would assume 
that human life was about anything but work. With few 
exceptions, cultural production in literature, theater, music, 
and other venues is rarely focusing on work either. Not even 
the news reports are in the habit of reporting much about 
work: the business sections of the newspapers, for instance, 
do not tell us much about what is happening at work.

As a result, work is off almost everybody’s radar screen. 
Work is treated as a nonissue at worst, or as a matter of 
special interests at best. When people hear the word labor, 
many tend to think of factory workers in blue overalls 
carrying old-fashioned lunch boxes. Others may think of 
immigrant workers who are frequently accused of taking 
away the jobs of Americans. Others still might think of 
low-wage workers at Walmart or in the fast-food industry. 
Except for some younger professionals whose work still earns 
them some satisfaction and prestige, it seems that fewer and 
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12       Unified We Are A force

fewer people today like to think about work or be asked the 
question “What do you do?” If in polite company the topics 
of politics and religion should not be mentioned, today this 
may be true to an even greater degree for the topic of work 
and labor, and talking about politics, religion, and labor 
together seems virtually impossible.

Nothing Matters More 

At the same time, nothing matters more than work and 
labor. This might seem like an overstatement, but we are 
prepared to back it up. While we do not want to romanticize 
work (and neither do we want to deify or essentialize it), this 
book is an extended argument about why work matters in 
all areas of life and how to reclaim the value of work. Work 
is a central factor not just in economics and politics but also 
in culture, religion, and in our communities. We will come 
back to the limits of work soon.

Human life as we know it would not exist without work 
and labor. Producing and consuming food requires work, 
manufacturing shelter and clothing requires work, educating 
the next generations requires work, and even maintaining 
culture, communication, and relationships requires work. 
More than 99 percent of the world’s population and most 
people who are reading this book have no choice but to work 
for a living. Even most of the less-than-1 percent who do not 
need to work for a living because of their affluence and wealth 
choose to work as well, and the ones who choose not to work 
could not exist without the work of the working majority.

Moreover, work shapes us deeply, all the way down. 
Work is likely the place where we experience power most 
intensely and in all of its shapes and forms, work is where 
domination and subordination is most palpably manifest in 
our lives, and work is where our subjectivity is formed to a 
large degree. Work is the place where others tell us what to 
do or where we have some power to tell others what to do, 
often with the assumption that this is the way the world 
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works by default. Even in less top-down relationships at 
work, it is usually clear who is in charge and who is not. 
Questioning power at work is seen as mostly futile, unlike 
power in most other areas of life. 

How we are shaped at work has implications for how we 
behave at home, in church, in community, in our families, 
and for how we think and believe. Men who experience 
dominance at work often embody it at home in relation to 
women and children. Many religious communities reflect 
how power is exercised at work, with people who have 
power at work having power in their communities. Those 
who sit on boards in corporations usually also sit on boards 
in church. And even if such leaders are absent, others fill in 
for them and perpetuate similar kinds of power structures. 
Finally, how power is exercised at work tends to influence 
in subtle ways how people perceive God; even for working 
people, God is often modeled after images that combine 
traits of the immediate boss and the mostly invisible CEO.  

So, what is going on, why are work and labor so 
undervalued today? Are we merely dealing with forgetfulness, 
with unavoidable entropy, or perhaps with some more 
troublesome reality like a repression of facts and conspiracy? 
We do not believe that the troubles of work and labor are owed 
to natural causes—too many people assume steamrolling and 
power-blocking at work are normal and nothing can be done 
about it—but some of the answers might surprise you. To 
be sure, we do not ask this question out of sheer curiosity 
or sensationalism but because we are interested in learning 
what we can do as communities to turn the tide. The good 
news is that the tide may have already begun to turn and 
that there is support from budding social movements and 
even from a growing number of communities of faith that 
are waking up. 

What we are trying to do in this book is to build on 
these awakenings and to take them to the next step. This 
is necessary, we believe, because awakenings without 
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support and reflection will fizzle and fade quickly. For 
social movements this means that we need to sharpen our 
understanding of what energizes them and how this energy 
can be organized so that it can push against the system and 
impact it at its core. For faith communities this means that 
we need to reflect on what is at the roots of faith, which 
means radically rethinking images of God, community, and 
faith itself.3 We are worried, from experience, that too many 
well-meaning people and even leaders and organizers are 
afraid  (or perhaps merely too busy) to ask these questions.

Throughout history, work, working people, and even 
religions that care about work have shaped the world deeply, 
even though our histories have often been written from 
the perspective of those who made others do the work. 
Contrary to the way the stories are told, Caesar did not 
build the Roman Empire alone, and neither did the bishops 
and their theologians shape the fortunes of Christianity 
singlehandedly, just as little as they constructed the medieval 
cathedrals in Europe with their own hands. There is good 
reason to anticipate that the world of the future will once 
again be built by work, working people, and religions that 
care about work, no matter how much the power brokers of 
today would like to convince us otherwise.

There is no escape from work. Businesspeople and 
economists who neglect the fundamental contributions 
of work and workers, for instance by cutting salaries and 
benefits, have been creating growing problems that cannot 
be resolved long-term. Politicians who neglect the world of 
work and of workers are finding it difficult to build a strong 
democratic basis, resulting in the inordinate dependency 
of politics on corporations and big money that we are 
experiencing at present and that will keep haunting us for a 
long time to come. Faith leaders who neglect the realities of 
work and of workers are producing fantastic religious bubbles 
that will eventually burst just like economic bubbles keep 
bursting in recession after recession. Quite a few of these 

EARLY
 R

EVIE
W

 C
OPY

©2016 by Joerg Rieger & Rosemary Henkel-Rieger Published by Chalice Press ALL RIGHTS RESERVED



Basic Issues       15

bubbles have burst already as religious enterprises crumble 
(Robert Schuller’s famous Crystal Cathedral in Garden Grove, 
California, went bankrupt in 2010, for instance,) but more 
bubbles are in the making every day.

As we reclaim the importance of work, we are fighting 
pending disasters and we are reclaiming values that many of 
us hold in common, like the values of human productivity 
and creativity, the sharing of power, relationship, community, 
and democracy4 (political, economic, as well as religious).  

In all these efforts, we find ourselves in the company of 
many people throughout history, including the leaders of 
various religious traditions like the prophets of the Hebrew 
Bible and the prophet Muhammad. The apostle Paul may 
serve as an example. Against the dominant logic of the 
Roman Empire, Paul argued that a healthy community 
cannot act like a body where the head says to the feet “I 
have no need of you” and the eyes say to the hand “I have 
no need of you” (1 Cor. 12:21). Here and elsewhere Paul 
leaves no doubt that work matters. What if religion were 
not primarily about pious ideas but about work, community, 
solidarity, alternative power that flows from the bottom up 
rather than the top down, and a new way of life?

It should not be too hard for us to follow Paul’s logic: 
a head cannot thrive without feet, and eyes need hands in 
order to make a difference. For people of faith, Paul adds an 
astonishing claim about God, who has arranged the body 
not from the top down but from the bottom up, so that “if 
one member suffers, all suffer together with it; if one member 
is honored, all rejoice together with it” (1 Cor. 12:26). It 
seems that perhaps no one has understood Paul better than 
the labor unions, when they claim that “an injury to one is 
an injury to all.”

Work, Labor, and Transformation

There is a transformative quality of work and labor that 
has revolutionary implications. Not surprisingly, today this 
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quality is not merely overlooked but repressed. This is why 
we need to go beyond merely reclaiming the value of work 
and labor. If we are correct that humanity as we know it 
would not exist without work and labor, does it not make 
sense to suspect that work and labor must have had a more 
important role in shaping and reshaping humanity than 
most of us realize? 

If work and labor, as we are arguing in this book, shape 
us all the way to the core, they are not just a matter of 
economics—earning and spending money—but also a matter 
of politics, culture, religion, and even psychology. Spending 
the bulk of our waking hours at work influences who we are 
as individuals and communities, shapes the images of our 
cultures and faiths, and defines us in more ways than we 
can count.

In hunter and gatherer societies, work was fundamentally 
different from work in agrarian societies, and economics, 
politics, and religion adapted accordingly. Trade, power, 
and images of the divine become more centralized and 
more complex in agrarian societies. Work in feudal societies, 
where peasants had to carry the heaviest burdens yet have 
some self-determination because of social bonds and some 
communally owned land, was once again fundamentally 
different from work in capitalist societies, and economics, 
politics, culture, and religion shaped up accordingly. Once 
again, trade, power, and images of the divine shifted, 
enabling greater mobility on the one hand but also new 
arrangements of power where “winners take all.”

Today, under the conditions of a capitalism that reaches 
into virtually every corner of the globe, people who work 
can no longer rely on traditional communal bonds. Since 
they also lack substantial wealth and savings, most have little 
more to sustain them than their labor power. In the United 
States increasing numbers of people, including members of 
the middle class and people with college degrees are only 
a few paychecks away from financial disaster. At the same 
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time, the wealthy get wealthier, a process that has once again 
accelerated with the onset of the Great Recession in 2007 
and its aftermath. These dynamics have implications not 
only for economics but also for politics and religion, which 
are linked in these disasters. Will economics, politics, and 
religion support these trends, as they often do, and further 
strengthen the power of the 1 percent by funneling money, 
power, and prestige to the top? Or will economics, politics, 
and religion work in support of the 99 percent? 

The good news is that a growing number of alternatives 
exist today where work and labor already play a more positive 
role and where they are gaining new value and appreciation. 
One example of these developments is how some workers 
are starting their own enterprises and building worker-
owned companies. There are plenty of examples, even in 
the United States, where we are now counting thousands of 
such companies. Many of these companies are still small, 
but there are also larger ones. In 2015, the top one hundred 
employee-owned companies in the United States employed 
626,000 people.5 The most well known is the Mondragon 
Corporation in Spain that employs over 70,000 people and 
has proven to be economically successful. Another example 
of work and labor gaining in value and power is when 
working people pull together, organizing, and developing 
new forms of communal power at their various places of 
work. In this book we will focus mostly on this latter topic, 
organizing and developing power.

What makes work and labor transformative or 
revolutionary today? The short answer is that work is 
what allows people to use their abilities (as well as their 
disabilities!) in productive fashion for the common good, 
which increases the welfare of the community and of the 
planet as a whole.6 What is transformative here is not only 
in talking about the common good—capitalism also talks 
about the common good and claims that it is furthered when 
money and power are funneled to the top, assuming that if 
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the wealthy are doing better everybody else is doing better 
by default. What is transformative about our view of work 
and labor is that we are putting the common good on wider 
and more robust foundations. 

Shifting to a greater appreciation of the value of the work 
and the power of the working majority changes everything. 
This is true not only for economics but also politics, and 
ultimately even for religion. Consider the following points: 

An economy that is based on valuing the work of 
everyone creates a climate where people matter and work 
cannot be as easily exploited. While many current debates are 
hung up on the problem of wealth and its distribution and 
redistribution, we want to shift the debate from distribution 
to production. Rather than talking about sharing wealth, 
we now can go to the roots of the problem and talk about 
how wealth is created in the first place, and who produces 
it. What does the working majority contribute to producing 
the common good and how is their work valued?7 Why 
should a CEO have a salary that is hundreds of times that 
of an average worker, and why should a top investor make 
over twenty-thousand times as much money as that worker?8 
Not even capitalism has always sported such tremendous 
inequalities. In the 1965 CEOs had salaries that were merely 
twenty times larger than those of their workers.9 Few other 
systems in history would have endorsed the inequalities 
that we see today. In the Roman Empire, the top 1 percent 
owned merely 16 percent of all wealth, compared to the top 1 
percent owning 40 percent of all wealth in the United States 
today.10 Why should economics equal inequality?

More than money is at stake, however, when it comes 
to the productive and transformative character of work. In 
addition to income, work also determines politics and the 
influence that people have in various contexts, including 
their own lives. If working people have some influence over 
their work, as they do in some places,11 chances are that their 
voices will also carry some weight in their communities and 
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that they will gain some influence in matters of politics. Such 
influence can be seen in benefits like paid sick leaves and 
vacation days, weekends off work, pension plans, and various 
protections against unfair and unsafe labor practices that 
were negotiated by the organized power of working people 
during the past one hundred years. Valuing working people 
who put their abilities to use for the common good means 
valuing alternative power, a kind of power that is not in the 
hands of the few but of the many. Is it possible to have true 
democracy any other way?

Religion, finally, changes as well when work is valued. 
No longer is religion about the ideas and values of the 
elites that are proclaimed to the people; religion, when it is 
tied to work, can link to matters of community, solidarity, 
alternative power, and new ways of life for everyone. From 
this perspective we can see many of the core traditions of 
religion in new light and reclaim them. In various traditions 
God is envisioned as a worker rather than as a monarch 
or a modern CEO. In some of the creation stories that 
are shared by Jews, Christians, and Muslims for instance, 
God is portrayed as a worker who produces Adam from 
the dust of the ground, rather than a manager who orders 
someone else to do the work. Judaism and Christianity also 
share traditions in which God plants a garden. Jesus in the 
Christian traditions was a construction worker who spent his 
life in solidarity with varieties of working people, refusing to 
move “up and out.” If Jesus was fully human and fully divine, 
as many Christians believe, Godself became a construction 
worker in Jesus’s life and ministry. If it is true that in many 
religious traditions work is not only a matter of subsistence 
but also a way of life and a matter of flourishing,12 what 
happens to a religion that neglects work?

Another transformative aspect of work is that it has the 
potential to reshape our desires, which are those parts of our 
personal identities that we often take for granted. Despite 
the fact that capitalism constantly battles for our desires, at 
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their core the desires of working people are different from 
the desires attributed to business leaders or to the leaders of 
religious communities. The deepest desire of working people is 
not the infinite maximization of profit, even though working 
people are not necessarily opposed to wealth; likewise, the 
deepest desire of the laity (“the people” in Greek) in religious 
communities is hardly the increase of membership rolls and 
budgets at all cost. The desire of working people as well as the 
laity relates more likely to the ability to do productive work 
that provides fair compensation and benefits and that provides 
for the welfare of families and communities. 

Productive work that respects working people and 
their communities will also give more room to people’s 
creativity. This creativity exists even under difficult working 
conditions, where workers often contribute significantly to 
improvements in the production of goods, ideas, and services 
despite not being treated with respect and fairness. There is 
a great deal of untapped potential in productive work. Part 
of this untapped potential is the transformation of desire 
and the production of alternative desire that is set free when 
work and labor are valued and respected.

Paying more attention to production and work and to 
how work binds us together does not mean that people 
should all be alike or that differences no longer matter. The 
opposite is the case: appreciating everyone’s work—no matter 
how insignificant capitalism might want to make it appear—
helps us take into account our differences in more positive 
fashion. Clearly, people have very different abilities and 
interests, and there is nothing wrong with pursuing them. 
Even people whom society considers disabled are now able 
to play a role, as they too would rather make contributions 
to the common good than depend on welfare from others. 
Moreover, people with disabilities might help us transform 
work and labor in ways that we cannot fully imagine yet.

When all work is valued and appreciated for the 
contributions it makes to human life and flourishing as 
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well as to the common good, things change: everybody 
works, doing what they are good at and what they like to 
do, without constantly having to worry about being able to 
make ends meet. This attitude is summarized in a famous 
statement that predates Karl Marx, who popularized it: “From 
each according to their abilities, to each according to their 
need.” Let us not forget that if virtually everybody works no 
one needs to be overworked while others are unemployed, 
and there is plenty of room for other activities outside of 
what might be considered work proper.

The Limits of Work and Labor

While work and labor are more important than many 
people realize, we should not forget about the dangers 
related to overestimating their value. The challenge we face 
is twofold: How do we fight the widespread devaluation of 
work and labor on the one hand and how do we avoid work 
and labor becoming the only things that matter in life? 
Expressed in the language of people of faith, How do we make 
sure that work and labor do not become God? 

In some cases, the appreciation of work has been used in 
the exploitation and even in the destruction of work. During 
the German Third Reich for instance, one of the darkest 
chapters of human history, the motto posted at the entrance 
of several concentration camps was “Arbeit macht frei,” “work 
liberates.” The destruction of people through work remains a 
serious problem today, even if in most cases the destruction 
is not as visible as in the German concentration camps.

Paul Lafargue, Karl Marx’s son-in-law, warned of this 
problem over a century ago. His essay titled “The Right to 
be Lazy” argues that the love for work has hurt workers and 
made them more exploitable. Lafargue talks about capitalism 
as a religion that commands working persons to “toil from 
early childhood to [their] dying day,” suppressing any other 
aspirations for their family or themselves. The religion of 
capitalism, he notes, demands that those who are idle be 
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