
Unions and the Catholic Church       

 

Papal social encyclicals beginning with Rerum Novarum (1891) gave rise to 

a great deal of activity in support of unions in the United States. Fr. John A. Ryan  

published A Living Wage in 1906 and served as the author of the U.S. Bishops‟  

Program of Social Reconstruction that firm ly set the Church on a pro-union  

course.  

 

Beginning in the 1930s over 150 Catholic labor schools were founded to  

teach rank and file workers how to form and run unions.   The Catholic Worker 

supported in word and deed worker’s pickets, strikes, sit downs and other activities  

that would assist workers to form or join unions. The Worker served as the home  

for over 20 years to the Association of Catholic Trade Unionists. Numerous  

Catholic organizations marched with Cesar Chavez in the 1960s and1970s to  

support the United Farm Workers. In 1986 United States Conference of Catholic  

Bishops published Economic Justice for All. In this remarkable pastoral letter the  

bishops gave their full support to “the right of workers to form unions” and  

stated, “We vehemently oppose violations of the freedom to associate, for they are an  

intolerable attack on social solidarity.” (During these years the hierarchy, the 

religious, the pastors, and the people of the Catholic Church in the United States  

supported labor unions enthusiastically and with few exceptions.) This was the 

period, of course, when Catholics were largely of the employee class that worked to 

produce profits for others. This was also the time when there was and demand for 

unions in Catholic institution s since the hierarchy could depend on the charitable 

services of religious and laypeople who voluntarily accepted less than a living wage. 

 

The 1949 grave diggers strike at Gate of Heaven Cemetery signaled a  

change that was to come in Catholic employers‟ attitudes to unions. Things began  

to change when workers (and some priests!) sought to form employee unions at  

Church owned schools and hospitals and other social service institutions. Sadly,  

now that the Church itself was the object of union efforts, some Church leaders and  

religious communities became either silent on workers‟ right to form unions at 

Catholic institutions or they opposed them outright. Church opposition sometimes  

took the form of employing “union avoidance” firm’s that employed the civil law to 

frustrate the workers‟ natural right to free association 

 

This change of behavior on the part of Catholic officials caused real difficulty for  

some bishops, priests, religious, scholars, and laypeople who staffed diocesan 

agencies or who worked at Catholic hospitals or schools. Support for the  

union busting efforts at Catholic institutions was expected in the form of silence and  
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obedience. Fr. Patrick J. Sullivan, C.S.C. has documented much of the  

opposition to labor unions in U.S. Catholic Institutions and Labor Unions 1960 

-1980 In his introduction, Fr. Sullivan notes that many Catholic agencies defended  

the right workers to form unions at non Catholic institutions such as J.P. Stevens,  

Farah and the California farm workers. Concerning Catholic institutions during  

this same period, Sullivan states, “the record from 1960-1980 was: few unionized  

Catholic institutions and much opposition to unions by Catholic institutional  

administrators.” Sullivan spends the next 545 pages providing documents 

tion for this statement. 

 

Have things changed at Catholic institutions since 1980? Hardly. institutional 

opposition to unions at Catholic schools and hospitals is as strong as  

ever and is made worse by the hiring of “union avoidance” firms that have  

developed since 1980. In addition, the hierarchy has chosen to remain silent on  

several legislative measures including the Employee Free Choice Act 

that would benefit workers by removing legal obstacles to their choice for a union. 

Few Catholic universities teach courses on labor relations and many Catholic 

students are completely ignorant of Catholic teaching on unions. 

 

Inspired by Catholic Social Teaching on workers‟ rights and labor unions,  

Catholic Scholars for Worker Justice (CSWJ) was founded in 2008 to stand with  

workers who seek to unionize at Catholic and secular institutions and to develop  

scholarship in support of workers‟ rights to free association. CSWJ has 200 members 

at almost 100 colleges and universities. In just two short years CSWJ has issued a 

lengthy and detailed Foundational Statement: “Catholic Social Doctrine and Worker 

Justice: A Call to the Common Good” and has issued Statements of support for 

workers at five institutions, four of them Catholic. CSWJ is also contemplating the 

creation of academic programs, such as a B.A. in Labor Studies, to revive Catholic 

support for the study of economic justice and worker’s rights. (For information 

consult our website: www.catholicscholarsforworkerjustice.org 

 

Unions are indispensible for the universal common good. That statement  

lies at the heart of Catholic teaching on worker’s rights and it is time to proclaim 

 it once again.  

 

Written by: Joseph J. Fahey is Professor of Religious Studies at 

Manhattan College in New York City and Chair of Catholic 

Scholars for Worker Justice. 

 
 

 

 

Pope Francis said: 

 
"Not paying a just wage, not providing work, focusing exclusively on the balance 

books, on financial statements, only looking at making profit. That goes against 

God!"  

Archbishop Robert J. Carlson of St. Louis said: 

“So-called “Right to Work/Freedom to Work” laws proposed under 

the guise of freedom to the individual worker actually weaken their 

ability to equally bargain for fair compensation in the workplace, and 

are obviously and admittedly anti-union in their intent and render 

impossible or at least weaken the process of collective bargaining 

between management and labor.”  

 

Holy Trinity High School alum Courtney Jordan makes 'Jeopardy!' 

debut. Yes Jeopardy, the game show where some contestants make lots 

of money. 

Here is what one student has to say about St. John the Baptist H.S. 

 I just completed my first year at St John the Baptist. Coming from a 

public school, I saw a big improvement in both faculty and the 

students. I became more challenged in my classes, whereas the district 

I live in makes classes easier, therefore, simple for me. SJB invited the 

freshmen in, and provided us with all the information we could ask for. 

The faculty are truly one of a kind. Not only are they great at teaching 

the students, they are caring and help each individual student's needs, 

no matter how little it may be. The atmosphere is always friendly and 

there is never a day that bores me. A great aspect of St. John's is the 

arts. Some schools do not fund the arts well, or put any importance in 

it, but St. John's is quite the contrary. Our musical is top notch, where 

everyone; students, faculty, and parents are impressed with the show 

they see. Our music program features great teachers that don't just 

teach music, but express their love for the arts, and mentor the students 

to do the same. SJB has truly become a 2nd home to me, as well as my 

peers. 

http://www.catholicscholarsforworkerjustice.org/


 

 


