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Unitarian Universalist congregations often pride themselves on 

their theological diversity, and on their diversity in terms of 

sexual orientation and affectional preference.  But Unitarian 

Universalist congregations don‟t do as well when it comes to 

racial diversity, though there is some hope in the younger 

generation which contains the children of mixed race marriages 

and adoptions.  Unitarian Universalist congregations are also 

often quite limited when it comes to diversity of socioeconomic 

class.  Unitarian congregations were historically comprised of 

upper class well-educated professionals and their families.  

Universalist congregations, such as this one, were historically 

more agrarian, and contained community leaders as well as 

people working in various fields.   

 

Often Unitarian Universalist churches would celebrate the 

summer holidays by closing for the whole summer, part of it, or 

having lay-led services during the summer.  This church used to 

close regularly for the Labor Day weekend, when many of us 

would spend the weekend at camp Unirondak.  The Worship 

Committee led this congregation in deciding to keep the church 

open every Sunday this year, and I‟m glad we made that 

decision.  There may not always be many people here, but it 

makes a statement of hospitality and welcome to have the doors 

open and activity inside.  Hospitality and welcome are important 

features of this church, as it strives to reach out not only to its 

members, but also to those who may be seeking a place and 

people who offer a sense of hope in this world. This world 

presents enough obstacles and barriers; we don‟t need to 

contribute to them by locking our doors on Sunday mornings. 

 



Originally I was scheduled to lead worship on August 17, but we 

were fortunate to have the musician and environmental activist, 

Jim Scott, in our pulpit that day.  So I was rescheduled for today, 

and I‟m glad I was.  It is great to be able to reflect on the 

significance of Labor Day in the context of Unitarian Universalism 

with you.  In my preparation for this service, I read about the 

history of Labor Day, two related Unitarian Universalist sermons 

(“Not My Father‟s Religion” and “Putting „Labor‟ Back in Labor 

Day”), and a 2008 Unitarian Universalist Action of Immediate 

Witness, called “End Present-day Slavery in the Fields”. 

 

According to Samuel Gompers, founder and longtime president of 

the American Federation of Labor,  

"Labor Day differs in every essential way from the other 

holidays of the year in any country.  All other holidays 

are in a more or less degree connected with conflicts 

and battles of man's prowess over man, of strife and 

discord for greed and power, of glories achieved by one 

nation over another. Labor Day... is devoted to no man, 

living or dead, to no sect, race, or nation." 

I would suggest that there are other holidays, like Thanksgiving 

and Christmas, which are not connected with conflicts and strife, 

but they have been connected with sect or nation.  Gomper‟s  

point about celebrating the positive significance of the workers in 

our lives is well taken. 
 

Labor Day, celebrated on the first Monday in September, is a 

creation of  the labor movement and is dedicated to the social 

and economic achievements of  American workers. It constitutes 

a yearly national tribute to the contributions workers have made 

to the strength, prosperity, and well-being of our country.  It was 

first celebrated in 1882, in New York City, and again there in 

1883, organized by the  Central Labor Union. The idea spread 

with the growth of labor organizations, and in 1885 Labor Day 

was celebrated in many industrial centers of the country. 
 



Although the holiday was first celebrated in NYC, and although 

the first state bill was introduced into the New York legislature, 

the first to actually become law was passed by Oregon on 

February 21, 1887.  (Some things haven‟t changed, like the 

efficiency of the NYS legislature.) During that year four more 

states, including New York, created the Labor Day holiday by 

legislative enactment.  Gradually, the celebration of this holiday 

spread to other states, and eventually it became a national 

holiday.  By a resolution of the American  Federation of Labor 

convention of 1909, the Sunday preceding Labor Day was  

adopted as Labor Sunday and dedicated to the spiritual and 

educational aspects  of the labor movement.   

 

As a site I found on the internet states: 
“The vital force of labor added materially to the highest  
standard of living and the greatest production the world 
has ever known and has  brought us closer to the 
realization of our traditional ideals of economic and  
political democracy.  It is appropriate, therefore, that 
the nation pay tribute on Labor Day to the creator of so 
much of the nation's strength, freedom, and  
leadership — the American worker.” 

 

While this comment may be somewhat dated, as we see so many 

jobs being out sourced to other countries, and as we experience 

increasing economic hardships here at home, it is still important 

to take time to celebrate what we have achieved, and to honor 

those workers who have contributed to our economic and political 

well-being.  As we become increasingly aware, in this age of 

global trade, travel, environmental and health threats, we are all 

living on an interconnected web in which we honor the 

contributions of workers here at home and throughout the world.  

We honor them, and feel some responsibility for ensuring that 

they are not oppressed by poor working conditions which 

threaten them and put holes in our fragile lifeboat earth. 

 



David Breeden, a Unitarian Universalist minister, wrote in his 

sermon, Putting “Labor” Back in Labor Day: 
“Just as history judges the complicity of churches with 
racial prejudice, history will judge liberal religions from 
our time according to our response to the rights of the 
working poor.  Unitarian Universalists were on the side 
of justice during the Civil Rights Movement of the 
1960s.  We need to clearly get on the side of justice for 
the civil rights issue of our time.  Martin Luther King 

preached about a trinity of evil: racial hatred, poverty, 
and war.  Dr. King went a long way in fighting the first 
of those evils.  But today poverty and war are alive 
and thriving.  It‟s easy to create and maintain a third 
world economy.  It‟s not so easy to create a fair and 
equitable economy.” 
 








