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Jesus was a Carpenter :  Faith Perspectives on Labor and Justice 
Memphis Theological Seminary Fall 2006 Classroom: C-101 
Dr. Peter R. Gathje, 458-8232, ext. 137, pgathje@memphisseminary.edu 
Rev. Rebekah  Jordan, 332-3570, msinterfaith@yahoo.com 
 
Course Descr iption: 
This course will examine Christian theology and ministry in relation to understandings of human 
labor and struggles for economic justice rooted in labor.  Biblical, historical, and theological 
sources will be used to analyze different understandings of labor in Christian history, how and 
why people of faith have been involved in struggles for economic justice that address such issues 
as the dignity of human labor, social class, organizing workers, and a just workplace.  Particular 
attention will be paid to how ministry may effectively support the dignity of human labor. 
 
Course Objectives 
1. Grasp of key biblical perspectives on labor and economic justice from both Old and New 
Testaments. 
2. Attain critical knowledge of different theological evaluations of labor and their connections 
with different social-historical contexts. 
3. Acquire general knowledge of labor history in the United States and the church’s role in labor 
struggles. 
4. Ability to analyze social class characteristics in American society and the relation of social 
class to denominationalism. 
5. Gain practical organizing skills for ministerial involvement in movements that support the 
dignity of workers. 
 
Required Books 
1. Robert Brimlow, Paganism and the Professions, Ekklesia Project, 2002, available online at 
web address:  www.ekklesiaproject.org   
2. Darren Cushman Wood, Blue Collar Jesus: How Christianity Supports Workers Rights, 
(Seven Locks Press, 2005), ISBN: 1931643423  
3. Dennis Jacobsen, Doing Justice: Congregations and Community Organizing, (Augsburg 
Fortress Publishers, 2001) ISBN: 0800632443  
Why Unions Matter, pamphlet from Interfaith Worker Justice available online at web address: 
http://www.iwj.org/materials/materials_wum.html 
4. Frederick John Dalton, The Moral Vision of Cesar Chavez, (Orbis Books, 2003), ISBN: 
1570754586  
5. Michael Honey, Black Workers Remember: An Oral History of Segregation, Unionism, and 
the Freedom Struggle, (University of California Press, 2002). ISBN: 0520232054  
6. Class Matters: Mission Across Unseen Divides, Currents in Theology and Mission, (April 
2001, Vol. 28, No. 2) 
 
Evaluation of Student Learning 
Question Cards: Each student each day of class will hand in a “question card”—a 4x6 index card with 
a question based upon the reading assigned for that day.  In addition to the question, the relevant page 
number(s) from the reading upon which the question is based, and the student’s name must be on the card.  
For each failure to turn in a card a student will lose one point from his/her point total for the semester.  
Late cards are not accepted. 
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Reading Quizzes:   There will be five short reading quizzes during the semester:  September 21, 
September 28, October 19, October 26, November 9.  Each quiz is worth 20 points, for a total of 100 
points. 
Midterm Exam:  An in class essay focused exam (100 points) 
Research Project, Presentation, and Final Paper:  Each student will research a labor 
campaign (suggestions will be given to students in class). Each student will write a final paper 
critically analyzing the role of faith/theological issues evident in the campaign, and methods of 
organizing employed in the campaign drawing upon readings and discussion in the class.  (Final 
Paper 100 points) 
*Calculation of Grade: percentage of points earned in relation to total points (300). 
Grading Scale:  A, 93-100; B, 85-92; C, 77-84; D, 70-76; F, 69 and below 
 
August 31 
I . Introduction to the Course 
I I . Biblical Perspectives on Faith, Labor, and Justice 
A. The Hebrew Scr iptures 
1. Exodus 1:1-16:35 
2. The Temple System  
3. The Prophetic Tradition:  Selections from Isaiah 1:21-28, 3:13-26, 58:6-12, Jeremiah 5:24-31, 
6:13-14, 7:1-15, 22:13-20, Amos 2:6-8, 5:6-24, 8:4-10 
4. The Wisdom Tradition: selections from Psalm 12, 41:1-4, 113, 146, Proverbs 14:31, 17:5, 
22:16, 28:6, Sirach 4:1-6, 5:1-3, 14:8-10, 
 
September 7 
B. The New Testament 
1. Jesus’ Life and Teaching 
a. Read:  Jesus’ Social Class, some scholarly views: located at web address: 
http://www.pbs.org/wgbh/pages/frontline/shows/religion/jesus/socialclass.html 
b. Read:  Parables, Matthew 13:1-9/Lk.8:4-15, Matthew18:23-34, 20:1-16, 25:14-30/Lk.19:11-
27, Luke 12:35–40, 12:41-48, 14:12-24, 15:11-32, 16:1-9, 19-31, 19:1-27, 20:9-19 
Read:  David B. Gowler, “Parables and their Social Contexts” in What Are They Saying About 
the Parables? (Paulist Press, 2000), located at web address: 
userwww.service.emory.edu/~dgowler/chapter6.htm 
Read: Herman C. Waetjen, “Intimations of the Year of Jubilee in the Parables of the Wicked 
Tenants and Workers in the Vineyard,” The Christian Century, May 20-27, 1998, pp. 524-531, 
located at web address: http://www.religion-online.org/showarticle.asp?title=28 
c. Economic teachings and actions  
Read the following biblical passages, (You do not have to read the parallel passages; just the first 
listed) 
Luke 4:1-13, 16-21, 6:1-11/Mt12:1-8/Mk2:23-28,  
Luke 6:20-31/Mt5:1-48,  
Luke 9:10-17/Mt14:13-21/Mk6:30-44,  
Luke 10:25-42/Mt22:34-40/Mk12:28-34,  
Luke 18:18-30/Mt19:16-30/Mk10:17-31,  
Luke 19:45-48/Mt21:12-17/Mk11:15-19/Jn 2:12-25,  
Luke 20:20-26/Mt 22:15-22/Mk12:13-17,  
Luke 21:1-4/Mk12:41-44,  
John13:1-20, 31-35 
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2. Acts of the Apostles 
Community Life, Acts 2:43-47, 4:32-5:11 
Distribution of Labor/Deacons, Acts 6:1-7 
3. Paul  
a. Romans 12, 1 Corinthians 11-12 
b. 2 Corinthians 8-9 
c. 2 Thessalonians 3:10 
d. Acts 19 
4. James  
5. Revelation 6 and Revelation 18   
 
September 14 
I I . Differ ing Views of Labor in Chr istian History 
A. Benedictine Monasticism 
Read: Steven John Lichtman, “The Body and Labor” located at web address: 
http://www.itmonline.org/bodytheology/labor.htm  
Read:  Selections from the Rule of St. Benedict, the Prologue, and chapters 2, 31, 46, 48, 57, 
located at web address: http://www.osb.org/rb/text/daily.html#daily 
 
B. Medieval Guilds 
Read:  “Guilds” New Advent Catholic Encyclopedia, located at web address: 
http://www.newadvent.org/cathen/07066c.htm 
 
September 21 
C. Calling and Work  [READING QUIZ TODAY!] 
Pete: Overview of Work ethic; Rebekah: facilitate discussion 
1. Read:  Robert Brimlow, Paganism and the Professions, Ekklesia Project, 2002, located at web 
address:  www.ekklesiaproject.org   
2. Is There a Protestant Work Ethic?  
 Optional Read:  “Luther’s Conception of the Calling,” from Max Weber, The Protestant Ethic 
and the Spirit of Capitalism, located at web address: 
http://www.ne.jp/asahi/moriyuki/abukuma/weber/world/ethic/pro_eth_3.html# 
 Optional Read:  “The Religious Foundations of Worldly Asceticism, Calvinism” from Max 
Weber, The Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism, located at web address: 
http://www.ne.jp/asahi/moriyuki/abukuma/weber/world/ethic/pro_eth_4.html#calv 
Read:  Theodore W. Jennings, Jr., “Protest Against Injustice” in Good News to the Poor: John 
Wesley’s Evangelical Economics, (Abingdon Press, 1990), ISBN: 0687155282, pages 71-96 
Read:  Gordon Bigelow, “Let there be markets: the evangelical roots of economics.” Harper's 
Magazine (May 2005): p33(6), located at web address: 
http://www.mindfully.org/Industry/2005/Evangelical-Economics1may05.htm 
3. The Social Gospel,  
Read:  selections from Walter Rauschenbusch, A Theology for the Social Gospel, (Westminster 
John Knox Press, 1997). 1-22, 95-117 
4. Catholic Social Teaching:  
Read selections from Pope John Paul II, On Human Work/Laborem Exercens, sections 4-7, 12-
21, 24-27, located at web address:  http://www.ewtn.com/library/ENCYC/JP2LABOR.HTM, 
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5. Read:  Douglass Meeks, “God and Work” in God the Economist, (Augsburg Fortress 
Publishers, 1989), ISBN: 0800623290 pages 127-156 
6. Prosperity Gospel: Wealth as God’s Blessing and Economic Justice 
Read: Gary E. Gilley, “The Word-Faith Movement,” located at web address:   
http://www.rapidnet.com/~jbeard/bdm/Psychology/char/more/w-f.htm 
Another resource:  http://www.religionlink.org/tip_060227.php#primer 
 
September 28 and October 5 
I I I . Social Class and Ministry  [READING QUIZ SEPTEMBER 28] 
Pete and Rebekah co-lead discussion 
September 28, Read:  Class Matters: Mission Across Unseen Divides, Currents in Theology and 
Mission, (April 2001, Vol. 28, No. 2)  
“Class Matters: Mission Across Unseen Divides” by Ralph W. Klein 
“The Dynamic of Class as a Theological Challenge” by Karen Bloomquist 
“Classism as an Ecclesial Matter” by Karen Bloomquist 
“The Disparities of Class as an Ethical Challenge” by Karen Bloomquist 
“Doing Ministry with Working Class Whites" by Tex Sample 
“The Practices of Resistance” by Tex Sample 
“Faith Commitment of the Heart” by Tex Sample 
 
October 5, Read:  Darren Cushman Wood, Blue Collar Jesus: How Christianity Supports 
Workers Rights, (Seven Locks Press, 2005), ISBN: 1931643423  
Pete and Rebekah: co-lead discussion 
 
October 12 Midterm 
 
October 19 and 26 and November 2  [READING QUIZ OCTOBER 19: WRITTEN BY 
REBEKAH] 
IV. Labor Struggles, Organizing, and the role of Clergy and Churches 
A. Theology and Methods of Organizing, History of Labor Movement in U.S.  
October  19, Southern Labor History and History of Faith-Labor Partnerships 
Pete: Labor History Highlights 
Rebekah: Faith-Labor Partnerships History 
Read:  Black Workers Remember, pages 1-20, 29-36, 86-99, 114-122, 132-150, 154-176, 237-
241, 261-281, 322-324, 335-356. 
Read:  Bill Wylie-Kellerman, “The Power of Alliance: Why the church and the labor movement 
belong together,” Sojourners Magazine, September-October, 1998, located at web address:  
http://www.sojo.net/index.cfm?action=magazine.contents&issue=soj9809 
Read: Perry Bush, “To Follower the Carpenter of Nazareth,” Sojourners Magazine, September-
October, 1998, located at web address:   
http://www.sojo.net/index.cfm?action=magazine.contents&issue=soj9809 
Read:  Why Unions Matter, pamphlet from Interfaith Worker Justice, located at web address:  
http://www.iwj.org/materials/materials_wum.html 
Guest Speaker: Ida Leachman, member IUE/CWA Local 282.  She will speak about the strike at 
the Memphis Furniture Company. (10:00) 
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October 26, Theology and Models of Organizing  [READING QUIZ TODAY: WRITTEN 
BY REBEKAH] 
Pete: Theological concepts in Jacobsen 
Rebekah: Models of organizing 
Read:  Dennis Jacobsen, Doing Justice: Congregations and Community Organizing, Augsburg 
Fortress Publishers (2001) ISBN: 0800632443  
 
November 2, Organizing Clergy and Laity:  How to Get Your Church Involved 
Rebekah: organizing within congregations (types of clergy; working with business owners; 
unique contributions of faith community ) 
Strategy Charts 
Read: “A Just Minimum Wage” by American Friends Service Committee/National Council of 
Churches, located at web address:  http://www.letjusticeroll.org/pdfs/AJustMinimumWage.pdf  
Read: Short article on a living wage campaign, located at web address:   
http://www.labornotes.org/archives/2002/0102/0102d.html 
Read: Pat McDonnell Twair, “In the Lap of Luxury,” Sojourners Magazine, September-October, 
1998, located at web address:   
http://www.sojo.net/index.cfm?action=magazine.article&issue=soj9809&article=980914 
 
November 9 
B. Farmworker  Organizing  [READING QUIZ TODAY: WRITTEN BY REBEKAH] 
Pete: Discussion of book; Rebekah – introduce CIW video and lead discussion 
Read:  Dalton, Moral Vision of Cesar Chavez,  
Video in class: “The Battle Fields” from “Now with David Broncaccio” a weekly newsmagazine 
of PBS  
Other Resources: Farm Labor Organizing Committee website, http://www.floc.com/index.html, 
and Coalition of Immokalee Workers, www.ciw-online.org 
 
November 16 
C. Memphis Sanitation Workers Str ike 
Read:  Black Workers Remember, pages 286-321 
Read: David True, “King, Faith and Economic Justice,” located at web address:   
http://www.iwj.org/materials/materials_mlkday03.html 
Read:  “Martin Luther King on Labor,” located at web address:   
http://www.afscme.org/about/mlklabor.htm 
Read: Martin Luther King, Jr., ÒIÕve Been to the Mountaintop,Ó located at web address:   
http://www.americanrhetoric.com/speeches/PDFFiles/MLKMountaintop.pdf 
Video in class: “At the River I Stand” 
Guest Speakers: Taylor Rodgers, sanitation striker, and Patricia Morman, daughter of Taylor 
Rodgers.  They will speak about the sanitation workers’ strike in Memphis, 1968. (10:00) 
 
November 30 
Class wrap-up  
Guest Speakers:  Panel consisting of an activist pastor, a labor organizer, and union members 
currently in a labor dispute. 
Watch Michael Honey video for SFLCA? 


