Work With Dignity

Sermon given November 25th, 2012 at First Parish in Wayland

In late 2009 three Hyatt hotels in Boston fired 98 internally employed housekeepers
without warning. These were largely immigrant women many who had worked there between
12 to 25 years. Over the course of the summer they had been training new employees under
the belief they were to cover sick days and vacations, as you can guess, they had been training
their replacements. When the housekeepers were fired they averaged 16 rooms cleaned a day
and were paid about $14.50 an hour with health benefits. Their replacements would be
cleaning 21 rooms a day for $8 an hour and no health benefits.

The campaign to get their jobs back lasted for two years and was a leading headline in
papers across Boston and the United States and which lead to a boycott of Hyatt hotels that
cost the company over 8 million dollars in lost business. Ultimately the campaign failed to win
back the lost jobs and one day | was with many of the workers and other Labor movement folk
chatting when | said something to the effect that | was disappointed the campaign had failed.
One of the fired workers said this in response.

“You don’t understand. This campaign has changed my life, it has won. | have learned
that | do not have to just take what people do to me, | can fight back.”

| smiled and said, “Well that’s good” or something equally droll.

“No,” she replied, “You don’t understand. Before all of this | just did what people told
me to do. If they were bad to me at work, | just let them do it. | was scared to say anything to
anyone. | never knew what it was like to be treated well because everywhere | have worked
they just told me 'shut up and do this or your fired' or 'don't complain or we'll get someone else
to do your job'. This campaign has taught me that | matter. It has taught me that | can say no.”

Again | unthinkingly said, “Wow, that’s amazing.”

“No,” she said still more forcibly, “You don’t understand. My boyfriend use to beat me
and | let him because | didn’t know what else to do. | let him because | always let people do
whatever to me because | was scared. | didn’t know | can say no. | threw him out. | told him to
go away and never come back because | know | can do that now. This campaign has changed
my life, | know now that | don’t have to take that from anyone anymore.”



| cannot hope to convey the gravity in which this was said to me nor the fire in her eyes.
These were the words of a woman, to borrow language from our Christian heritage, who had
died and been reborn. It is the story of a woman who was told day in and day out, you are
expendable, you are replaceable, you are meaningless, and outside of the services you provide
you are valueless. It is the story of a woman beaten down unto a spiritual death where she
tolerated abuse because it was her norm but who was reborn because she was told, perhaps
for the first time, that despite everything she is precious, she is valuable, and she has dignity.

We are, for good or ill, a culture obsessed with work. Think about the last time you
meet someone new how did the start of your first conversation? If | may guess, after learning
their name one of the first questions you asked was "what do you do for a living?". Or "So, what
do you do?" And the answer to that question changes not only the remainder of the
conversation but also how we perceive that other person.

For Americans our work is so much a part of our lives that it is inescapably linked to our
identity. In response to the question of “what do you do” you can imagine how differently
people respond to the answers “l am a doctor” versus “l am a janitor” or “I am a lawyer” versus
“Iwork in retail”. One answer is a source of pride and the other, more often than not, a source
of shame.

But why should something so fundamental to American identity be a source of shame?
Why should anyone feel that their work, their occupation is a shameful part of their being? At
the end of the week regardless if you have been cutting grass for 50 hours or manipulating
spreadsheets you have worked. You have invested an irreplaceable part of yourself in those
efforts, you have given up a portion of your life to that endeavor, and regardless if that work
netted millions of dollars or simply another week’s subsistence it was a sacrifice all the same.

The average American, per week, spends more time working than on any other single
task even sleep. Many of us are proud of our work and our jobs and rightly so! We have worked
hard and studied, taken risks, and ultimately prospered but for many others it is not so simple.
For some people the opportunity never came to have “good” jobs, they were to sick, did not
speak enough English, could not afford a car to get there, did not have the proper schooling, or
a million other factors prohibited them from having a “good” job. Instead they work “bad” jobs.
Janitors, retail workers, bus drivers, and sanitation workers. Truck drivers, technicians, and
attendants of all sorts. Workers whose jobs are treated not as a gift but as a burden and whose
presence is an expendable as a paper cup.

We are raised with an understanding of work that goes something like this: if you work
hard, if you study, and if you are skilled you will have a good job. This is the mantra that we



raise our children on, that our media reinforces, that our humor often validates. Hard work
leads to success and if you are not successful... well then it is obvious you must not be hard
working.

Our culture simply has no room in it for hard working janitors, security officers, and
room attendants who, despite their hard work, despite their best efforts remain hard working
janitors, security officers, and room attendants. They go against the American mythology. There
is a cultural disbelief that says if they really are hard working, intelligent people, then they
would not be those things! You work hard to become something other than a janitor. You work
hard to become something other than a waiter. You work hard to become something else and if
you do not become that... then something is wrong with you.

But this attitude is not limited to blue collar and service workers, look at the furor that
has risen the past years around teachers and public servants. Venom and anger have been
poured on teachers through the United States, Wisconsin and Chicago being the leaders but by
no means alone. We have seen time and time again teachers lambasted with all the same
curses laid on others who work without dignity. Lazy, stupid, parasitic, and worse. We have
heard the cry that teaching is where people incapable of other work go, or people who just
want three months off in the summer, or some other angry condemnation. And why? What has
changed in our world that teaching has become another occupation to be demonized instead of
lauded? When did teaching become robbed of dignity?

Such is the great sadness of our culture that it tells people, like the hotel room
attendants | mentioned before, that it tells teachers and janitors of their lack of value, of their
expendability, of their inherit failure as Americans and ultimately even as human beings.
Millions of people everyday face the dehumanizing judgment that rings loudly, “if you are a
blank it is because you are lazy, because you are stupid, because you have done something
wrong, because you are not worth anything” and over time many come to believe that.

| believe that the battle to recognize the dignity of all work is a cousin to the battle for
dignity based on race, gender, or sexual orientation. Where once our society refused to accept
the inherit dignity of African-Americans, of women, of LGBT persons they were given the same
message, you are worthless, something is wrong with you, why can't you just be something
else? Instead of being who you are why can't you be something "good"? And what a deadening
of the spirit those conflicts proceeded.

The famous Memphis Sanitation Strike in 1968 was over African-American workers
being called "boy" by their Caucasian bosses, of unsafe working conditions, and other
complaints. They objected to being treated as expendable objects because of their race and
their occupation. They objected to be treated without dignity and struck, raised their voices,



and demanded better. They demanded to be treated with dignity in word, compensation,
safety, and more. Their anger caught fire in the civil rights movement and became a stepping
stone towards a better America.

| believe that in this moment, in these days, our culture and country is pregnant with the
possibility of change once more. The past few years have been ones of abuse and anger, of the
reduction of the rights to organize, of a great shifting of wealth into the hands of the few on a
scale unprecedented in our history, and the ever growing plight of wages stagnate since 1976
while productivity increased nearly 300%. And from this pain is rising a new movement, one
that is angry but righteous, one in which the call is for justice and dignity at work.

For the first time in Wal-Mart’s American history workers are striking for better wages,
for more hours, and to protest retaliation. Wal-Mart, the single largest private employer in the
world, has never known their workers to protest and here and now they are doing just that. For
the first time we are seeing politicians who vote to undermine the rights of workers to organize
and protect themselves are in turn voted out of office. For the first time in years we are seeing
public opinion turn against rampant profits for the few and losses for the many. For the first
time in years we are seeing people like my friend, the Hyatt room attendant, waking up to the
hope that not only can their workplace be one where they are valued but where they
themselves are the source of that value.

My friend told me how she discovered her power in what | can only think to call a
religious experience. She realized that despite what her bosses said, despite what her abusive
boyfriend did, despite what popular culture says that she has great and limitless value. She has
a right to be respected. She has a right to be heard. She has a right to be treated as a person no
matter what she does for a living. For her the revelation was as being born again but also as
being born for the first time, being born for the first time as a person worthy of dignity.

As UUs we have historically taken a powerful stand for human dignity time and time
again. As culture slowly turns we have been on the front lines of women's rights, civil rights,
LGBT rights, and a myriad other issues, other issues that were also battles against the prevalent
culture of the time. All of these battles have been battles of dignity and here we stand again
facing a moment in history where dignity has been denied to millions upon millions and a
chance is rising to say “enough”.

We UUs are fond of the Martin Luther King Jr. phrase “the arch of history is long but it
bends towards justice” but | am keen on the rebuttal to that phrase. The arch of history is long
and it bends towards justice because we, you and |, pull it there. Our collective weight is the
weight which bends history towards justice and away from anger and ignorance. It is bent by



action so | have for you in closing some suggestions of how you can participate in this battle for
dignity.

First, we can make policies as churches, business owners, individuals, and wherever we
can exert power that acknowledges and rewards the contributions of all people. This means
making hiring decisions that are informed and ensuring that contractors pay their employees
fairly, treat them humanly, provide adequate sick leave, and health care. It means being wary of
the abuses of subcontracting and possibly paying more to ensure that our values are lived out
for what price can we place on safety, dignity, and respect of those who work for us?

Second, is to be aware of where you shop and do business. Avoid companies that are
known abusers and learn simple tricks to limit abuse. Workers in "bad" jobs are many times
more likely to suffer wage theft, physical, sexual, or emotional abuse. Service jobs are especially
rife with this so a simple way to help: tip in cash as one of the most common methods of tip
theft is to not turn over credit card tips to wait staff.

Three, never, let me say that again, never cross picket lines. If people are picketing it is
because something has gone wrong to the point where they feel they must risk everything in
protest. Picketing means you risk retaliation from your boss, it means lost pay, it means long
hours standing outside enduring the abuse of passer-bys and is never taken lightly. Crossing a
picket line is a direct and personal insult to those speaking up about something and | cannot say
it enough so | will say it again. NEVER cross a picket line. If you must do business with that
company do so over the phone or internet and tell them you hope they will negotiate fairly
with their workers to find a resolution.

Fourth, is to be thoughtful about our interactions with others, our language, and our
assumptions. We can work to chase away the hobgoblins of culture that tells us that janitors
are lazy or stupid or that construction jobs are beneath us. We can resist jokes that teachers are
people who can’t “do” so they teach or that Jesus is a gardener. And we can encourage people
to be compassionate and patient at restaurants and stores even when the service seems slow.

And fifth, is be thankful for what you have and be angry that others are denied the
same. Be angry when you hear that workers are exploited and mistreated not for the sake of
being angry but because someone is saying that that person has so little value that they see no
reason to refrain from abusing them. Be angry that there are people in our country being told
day in and day out that they are expendable, that they are stupid, and they should never dare
speak up.



In time our culture can change. America realized it was wrong about race, about gender.
It is starting to realize it is wrong about sexual orientation. If we work, there is that word again,
if we work hard we can help to make ours a culture that praises all who work. No matter if it is
a “good job” or a “bad job” or something in between. Together we can make sure that all work
is work with dignity and that all who work are treated as fairly as you and I.



