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FIRST READING: 	From The Grapes of Wrath (1939), Chapter 27
By John Steinbeck

Cotton Pickers Wanted – placards on the road, handbills out, orange-colored handbills – Cotton Pickers Wanted.
	Here, up this road, it says.
	The dark green plants stringy now, and the heavy bolls clutched in the pod.  White cotton spilling out like popcorn.
	Like to get our hands on the bolls.  Tenderly, with the fingertips.
	I’m a good picker.
	Here’s the man, right here.
	I aim to pick some cotton.
	Got a bag?
	Well, no, I ain’t.
	Cost ya a dollar, the bag.  Take it out o’ your first hundred and fifty.  Eighty cents a hundred your first time over the field.  Ninety cents second time over.  Get your bag there.  One dollar.  ‘F you ain’t got the buck, we’ll take it out of your first hundred and fifty.  That’s fair, and you know it.
	Sure it’s fair.  Good cotton bag, last all season…
Now the bag is heavy, boost it along.  Set your hips and tow it along, like a work horse.  And the kids pickin’ into the old man’s sack.  Good crop here…Never seen no cotton like this here California cotton…
Lines of people moving across the fields.  Fingerwise.  Inquisitive fingers snick in and out and find the bolls.  Hardly have to look…
	Sack’s full now.  Take her to the scales.  Argue.  Scale man says you got rocks to make weight.  How ‘bout him?  His scales is fixed.  Sometimes he’s  right…sometimes you’re right.  Always argue, always fight.
	This is good work.  Kids runnin’ aroun’.  Heard ‘bout the cotton-pickin’ machine?
	Yeah, I heard.
	Think it’ll ever come?
	Well, if it comes – fella says it’ll put han’ pickin’ out.
	Come night.  All tired.  Good pickin’ though.  Got three dollars, me an’ the ol’ woman an’ the kids.








SECOND READING: 	From The Grapes of Wrath (1939), Chapter 28
By John Steinbeck

(Introductory narration: A little later in the story, late one night a gang of strike-breakers, paid for by the crop-growing companies, break into the small camp of strike organizers, including Jim Casey (JC), the preacher.  There is trouble, and the men in the gang swing their pick handles, crushing Jim Casey’s skull.  Tom Joad retaliates, then goes into hiding.  While he is in hiding, his mother brings him food, and a few days later Tom Joad says this below)



	Lookie, Ma.  I been all day an’ all night hidin’ alone.  Guess who I been thinkin’ about?  Casey!  He talked a lot.  Use’ to bother me.  But now I been thinkin’ what he said, an’ I can remember – all of it.  Says one time he went out in the wilderness to find his own soul, an’ he foun’ he didn’t have no soul that was his’n.  Says he foun’ he jus’ got a little piece of a great big soul.  Says a wilderness ain’t no good, ‘cause his little piece of a soul wasn’t no good ‘less it was with the rest an’ was whole…
	“He was a good man,” Ma said.
Tom went on, “He spouted out some Scripture once, an’ it didn’ soun’ like no hell-fire Scripture.  He tol’ it twicet, an’ I remember it…Goes, ‘Two are better than one, because they have a good reward for their labor.  For if they fall, the one will lif’ up his fellow, but woe to him that is alone when he falleth, for he hath not another to help him up…And if one prevail against him, two shall withstand him, and a three-fold cord is not quickly broken’.”
…Ma, I been thinkin’ a hell of a lot, thinkin’ about our people livin’ like pigs [and] one fella with a million acres, while a hundred thousan’ good farmers is starvin’…”
Ma said, “What you gonna do?  How’m I gonna know ‘bout you?  They might kill ya an’ I wouldn’ know…”
Tom laughed uneasily.  “Well, maybe like Casey says, a fella ain’t got a soul of his own, but on’y a piece of a big one – an’ then…”
“Then what, Tom?”
“Then it don’ matter.  Then I’ll be all aroun’ in the dark.  I’ll be ever’where – wherever you look.  Wherever they’s a fight so hungry people can eat, I’ll be there.  Wherever they’s a cop beatin’ up a guy, I’ll be there.  If Casey knowed, why, I’ll be in the way guys yell when they’re mad an’ – I’ll be in the way kids laugh when they’re hungry an’ they know supper’s ready.  An’ when our folks eat the stuff they raise an’ live in the houses they build – why I’ll be there.”
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In the November elections of 2010, a wave of discontent hurled a conservative Republican majority into both houses of the Wisconsin legislature, along with Scott Walker, a Republican who has spent two decades in Wisconsin politics preaching the gospel of union-busting.  True to his history and true to his word, immediately after his election and inauguration as governor in January of this year, on February 11, Scott Walker proposed what he called a “budget repair bill” that would save the state an estimated $30 million this year, and $300 million over the next two years.
For government workers, however, the bill also eliminated collective bargaining rights, and unions would be unable to seek pay increases above the rate of inflation for government workers unless approved by a voter referendum.  In addition, under the bill, unions will have to win yearly votes from the workers in order to continue representing government workers.  Law enforcement personnel and firefighters would be exempt from the bargaining changes.  Walker stated many times, and continues to state, that this is not an ideological fight, but a fiscal issue.
Demonstrations against the bill began on February 15.  Six days later, leaders of the two biggest unions in Wisconsin said they were willing to accept the fiscal concessions in the bill, but would not agree to the loss of collective bargaining rights.  Scott Walker’s political ideology showed through his earlier verbal statements when he refused the offer of the unions, saying he did not believe the unions were sincere, and continued to push his agenda to break the unions by eliminating their collective power and their ability to generate income.
This current struggle between organized labor and wealthy private company owners or the government is spreading to other states.  But this fight is not new.  In fact, the struggle between organized labor and the government is what instigated the creation of the Labor Day holiday in the first place over 100 years ago.
On September 5, 1882, the first recorded celebration of Labor Day occurred in New York City according to the plans of the Central Labor Union, and included a street parade to exhibit “the strength and esprit de corps of the trade and labor organizations,” followed by a festival for the recreation of the workers and their families.  Later, the Sunday preceding Labor Day was adopted as Labor Sunday and dedicated to the spiritual and educational aspects of the labor movement.[footnoteRef:1] [1:  http://usgovinfo.about.com/bllabor.htm] 

Then in 1894 came the Pullman strike.  George Pullman was a wealthy railroad baron and required his workers to live in the town of Pullman, (15 miles south of downtown Chicago), pay rent on Pullman houses, shop at Pullman stores, and go to worship in the Pullman church.  During the depression of 1893, the wages of the workers decreased while their rent and other expenses remained the same.  As a result, the workers went on strike, causing sympathetic reaction by unions across the nation.  In response, and after collaboration with George Pullman, Democratic president Grover Cleveland called out national troops to suppress the strike.  In the end, 13 strikers were killed and the strike was broken.  On June 28, 1894, within six days of the end of the strike and out of fear of additional conflict and violence, U.S. legislation establishing Labor Day as a national holiday passed unanimously through both houses of congress.[footnoteRef:2]   [2:  http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Labor_Day] 

This new world of industrialization, of organizing and striking workers and government-backed strike breakers, was the world into which both John Steinbeck and Woody Guthrie were born – Steinbeck in 1902, and Guthrie in 1912.  Woody Guthrie grew up in Oklahoma, but traveled the country from coast to coast during the Great Depression and afterwards, working, writing songs, and singing.  Though most of his songs were about the poor working conditions of migrant farm workers, or advocating socialism and the creation of workers’ unions, many of his songs were also about the beauty of our nation, and two of his songs became official state songs for Oklahoma and Washington.  He almost always performed with a sign on his guitar that said, “This Machine Kills Fascists.”
John Steinbeck grew up in a family with more resources, attending college and becoming a journalist early on in life.  But he also wrote in newspaper articles and in novels about experiences of people like Woody Guthrie and the “Okies” who migrated from Oklahoma to California in search of any jobs at all in order to feed them and their families. (As an intriguing side-note, I discovered that Guthrie and Steinbeck did correspond a few times, and that later their families kept in touch, to the point where Steinbeck’s son, Thomas, has a nephew named Johnny Irion who is married to Woody Guthrie’s granddaughter, Sarah Lee).
Perhaps John Steinbeck is best known for his novel, The Grapes of Wrath, in which he tells the story of the Joad family, who travel from Oklahoma to California during the Dust Bowl days in an overloaded pickup truck that carries all their worldly belongings, the two parents, four children, a son-in-law, the two grandparents, and a friend, Jim Casey, the former preacher. 
While preparing to write the novel, John Steinbeck wrote, “I want to put a tag of shame on the greedy bastards who are responsible for this [Great Depression and it’s effects].”  After he completed the novel he said, “I’ve done my damnedest to rip the reader’s nerves to rags.”
The title, The Grapes of Wrath, comes from a line in the song, “The Battle Hymn of the Republic,” which was written by the Unitarian Julia Ward Howe:

Mine eyes have seen the glory of the coming of the Lord:
He is trampling out the vintage where the grapes of wrath are stored;
He hath loosed the fateful lightening of his terrible swift sword,
His truth is marching on.

The title phrase also appears later in the novel, near the end of Chapter 25, which describes the purposeful destruction of food to keep the price high: “…and in the eyes of the hungry there is a growing wrath.  In the souls of the people the grapes of wrath are filling and growing heavy, growing heavy for the vintage.”
Looking back over all this material, about the origin of Labor Day, about the history of struggle between organized labor and corporate America, about Woody Guthrie and John Steinbeck, and now the labor and political struggles in Wisconsin, I feel both discouragement and hope.
I am discouraged because it seems this labor struggle has been going on for more than 100 years, with forces of power swinging back and forth between the two.  At this moment in time, it seems as though conservative politicians and corporate America hold more of the power, with an approach that promotes a perverted interpretation of the American Dream.  Usually our American Dream relates to themes of both individual and communal freedom and opportunity.  But it has been twisted now to mean that if we want to get our own freedom and opportunity, we don’t need to care – or can’t care – for the poor and weak.
There are now 237 millionaires in the United States Congress[footnoteRef:3] which, as a colleague of mine states, “makes a mockery of our representational democracy.”  In addition, by looking at the numbers produced by the Census Bureau,[footnoteRef:4] one in six Americans are now living below the poverty line, which is $10,000 per year for one person, or $22,000 for a family of four – a family.  And poverty is not distributed.  When sorted by race or ethnicity, the poverty rate for whites and Asians is around 13%, but jumps to 25.3% for Latinos and 25.8% for Blacks.  In addition, 1% of Americans own 42% of the wealth, and the top 10% of households own 80-90% of this country’s stocks, bonds, trust funds, and business equity.[footnoteRef:5] [3:  http://www.cbsnews.com/8301-503544_162-5553408-503544.html]  [4:  http://articles.latimes.com/2010/sep/17/business/la-fi-poverty-census-20100917]  [5:  http://sociology.ucsc.edu/whorulesamerica/power/wealth.html] 

I wonder if you feel as I do every time I hear lists of figures like this.  My eyes begin to glaze over as my heart sinks into my stomach, while at the same time my blood starts to boil with the righteous anger at the injustice.  And spread over the top of it all, a sense of great sadness that this is not the great country we say we are and want to be, stated in documents like our constitution, and in our great symbol of freedom, the Statue of Liberty, who reaches out to the world saying, “Give me your tired, your poor, your huddled masses yearning to breathe free.”
But if I left it here, my lethargy and bile and sadness would work on me like a poison.  I find hope, and courage, and inspiration in so many areas.  First and foremost, in any movement for true justice and equality, I look for imagination and creativity.  It took tremendous acts of imagination for Woody Guthrie to write over 50 songs per year for his adult life, or over 1,000 songs.  It is very difficult to have serious movement toward justice without the soul of music to inspire it – from the ballads of Woody Guthrie to propel the labor movement, to the gospel songs of the Civil Rights era, to the singing and mass dancing of the toyi-toyi during Apartheid protests, to the gay and lesbian choirs of today singing for support and humanity.
It also took incredible insight and creativity for John Steinbeck to write Grapes of Wrath, described by some people as the greatest American novel of all time.  Steinbeck’s novel inspired a movie, many stage productions, the music of Bruce Springsteen, and an opera, among other things.
I also find hope and inspiration from what sometimes seems to be the obvious silliness of it all.  I recently wrote about one incident on my minister’s blog on the church website.  Many of us from this congregation are participating in the Twin Cities Marathon as a representation and physical manifestation of the marathon work of our relocation efforts.  So last weekend I was rollerblading around Lake Calhoun as part of my training, and I came up behind a guy who had a t-shirt on with the words on the back that said, “The Socialists are Coming,” except that the word “coming” was crossed out and replaced with the word “here,” so that it read, “The Socialists are Here.” As I came up from behind I said, “Go Socialists!” The guy gave a little huff of a laugh and said something like, “It’s not a good thing – I’m warning people!”  To which I responded as I skated on ahead, “Well, without it we wouldn’t be enjoying this wonderful park!”
I mean, think about it.  Lake Calhoun, or any city park, is free for us to enjoy because we, the citizens, pay for it through our taxes.  Socialism is defined as “an economic system in which the means of production are publically or commonly controlled cooperatively.”  Also, one quality of socialism is that it provides equal opportunities and life chances for each person in society.  And that is exactly what that man and I were doing: each of us had equal access to the park based on the fact that the “Big Government” of Minnesota decided to use our money to create a beautiful communal, green, gathering place for rich and poor alike.
So I just don’t get so much of the fear and demonization of socialism.  Without it, we would be without so many essential aspects of our beloved capitalist America: public parks, public libraries, public education from Headstart through high school, a police force, a fire department, and interstate highways.  Since it seems silly to me that we would eliminate these crucial and integrated aspects of our civilized society, I can’t help but believe that organized labor will find strength once again, and that socialized medicine will follow before long.
As far as I’m concerned, and as Woody Guthrie wrote about in our opening song, Jesus was one of the original socialists when he said things like, “The meek will inherit the earth.”  And when someone gave food to a hungry person or water to someone who was thirsty, Jesus said, “Just as you did this to the least of these who are members of my family, you did it to me.”
John Steinbeck echoes this teaching of Jesus when he places these words in the mouth of Tom Joad:
[Jim Casey] says one time he went out in the wilderness to find his own soul, an’ he foun’ he didn’t have no soul that was his’n.  Says he foun’ he jus’ got a little piece of a great big soul.  Says a wilderness ain’t no good, ‘cause his little piece of a soul wasn’t no good ‘less it was with the rest an’ was whole…
Ma said, “What you gonna do?  How’m I gonna know ‘bout you?  They might kill ya an’ I wouldn’ know…”
Tom laughed uneasily.  “Well, maybe like Casey says, a fella ain’t got a soul of his own, but on’y a piece of a big one – an’ then…it don’ matter.  Then I’ll be all aroun’ in the dark.  I’ll be ever’where – wherever you look.  Wherever they’s a fight so hungry people can eat, I’ll be there.  Wherever they’s a cop beatin’ up a guy, I’ll be there.  If Casey knowed, why, I’ll be in the way guys yell when they’re mad an’ – I’ll be in the way kids laugh when they’re hungry an’ they know supper’s ready.  An’ when our folks eat the stuff they raise an’ live in the houses they build – why I’ll be there.”
Jesus called this, “doing it to the least of my family.”  Ralph Waldo Emerson called this relationship the “Oversoul.”  The Religious Society of Friends describes this quality as the divine spark of God within each person.  The Native American tribe of the Sioux call this Wakan Tanka, or the spirit that moves in all things.  In our principles and purposes, we Unitarian Universalists call it, “The interdependent web of existence of which we are a part.”  Whatever we call it, teachings like this form the core of my hope and my beliefs in the qualities of inherent goodness in people, in humanity.
Recognizing that this Divine spirit exists, and that we humans are a part of it, calls us into a great accountability – not only for our fellow humans, but for the entire planet.  In the human realm, because it requires us to examine how we care for some of the individually poorest and weakest in society, one legacy of organized labor is a legacy of a civilized and mature democracy.  A civilized and mature democracy is one that recognizes that in order to function well, we must allow equal access not just to “the pursuit of happiness,” but to the achieving of it.  A civilized and mature democracy in this form sometimes gets accused of being socialist because it recognizes the ways we are dependent on and connected to each other, and so recognizes the ways we must take care of each other as well.
So whether it takes place in Wisconsin or in Egypt, or in government or in religion, and whether it is Humanist or theist, the truth of that passage from the Book of Ecclesiastes (4:9-12) quoted by Tom Joad will endure: “Two are better than one, because they have a good reward for their hard work.  For if one of them should fall, the other one can rise his partner up.”  Joining our strengths together in one common goal of humanity – this is the legacy of labor.
[Type text]

© The Legacy of Labor, by the Reverend Kent Hemmen Saleska, September 4, 2011.
