
On Monday February 26, 2018; the US Supreme Court heard arguments in the case of 

Janus vs. AFSCME. The case focused on a public employee labor union’s right to collect “agency 

fees” from employees who choose not to join a union. The “agency fees” represent a portion of 

the regular dues paid by union members to cover the costs of negotiating contracts for all 

employees. AFSCME (American Federation of State, County, and Municipal Workers) is the 

public employee union Mr. Janus was required to pay “agency fees” to.  

Unions argue they are required to represent all employees at the bargaining table, 

therefore every employee should pay their fair share of the cost. Mr. Janus argued that being 

forced to pay the agency fee violated his First Amendment right to free speech. The required 

fee thus forces him to financially support the union’s political agenda which he disagrees with. 

The Janus case is well financed by billionaires like the Koch Brothers and the Bradley 

Foundation which fund libertarian and laisse-faire capitalism causes. They are committed to 

eliminating unions or at the very least weakening their ability to secure employee’s just wages 

and benefits and especially weaken their ability to impact political elections. 

The Roman Catholic Church strongly supports labor unions and especially the right of 

workers to organize and bargain collectively for just wages, benefits, and working conditions. 

The United States Conference of Catholic Bishops filed an amicus brief with the US Supreme 

Court supporting AFSCME’s position. On Monday, February 19th, the public employee union 

SEIU (Service Employees International Union) contacted me and asked me to be one speaker 

addressing a labor rally outside the US Supreme Court building while the arguments were being 

heard inside.  

The recommendation came from Fr. Clete Kiley, a labor activist priest from the 

Archdiocese of Chicago. Fr. Kiley is attempting to reignite the Catholic Labor Priest Movement 

and I am supportive of that endeavor. I readily agreed to come to DC and participated in the 

rally. Below are my comments. 

Thanks and gratitude for all of you gathered here today and for the tens of millions of 

our sisters and brothers with us in spirit. Thanks and gratitude for the work you do daily in 

every type of job and every sector of profession. Thanks and gratitude for your work raising 

families and forming true communities. May God bless all of you with peace and joy! 

The right for workers to organize and form labor unions has been supported and 

endorsed by Official Catholic teaching through the teaching office of the popes since 1891. In 

that year, Pope Leo XIII condemning working and living conditions fostered by the Industrial 

Revolution, called on Catholic bishops throughout the world to, “Support those who strive to 

unite working men of various grades into associations, help them with their advice and means, 

and enable them to obtain fitting and profitable employment.”  



Over a century later, both Pope John Paul II and Pope Benedict XVI echoed that by 

teaching respectively, unions are “indispensable elements of social life, especially in modern 

industrialized societies”, and are needed now “even more than in the past, as a prompt and 

far-sighted response...”. 

And the current Holy Father, Pope Francis says it as only Pope Francis does, “There is no 

good society without a good union, and there is no good union that is not reborn every day in 

the peripheries, that does not transform discarded stones of the economy into its 

cornerstones.”  

In our nation’s history, there has been one institution and only one institution that has 

consistently advocated for, defended and promoted working people. That institution is not the 

government, it is not any political party, nor is it any think tank or corporation. The only 

institution that has consistently stood by working women and men at all times and under all 

circumstances are labor unions. 

It is no coincidence that the fewer people organized in labor unions, the wider the 

income and wealth gap in our nation. It is no coincidence that the fewer people organized into 

labor unions, the more people there are lacking adequate health insurance. It is no 

coincidence that the fewer people organized into labor unions, there are more people working 

two and three jobs to make ends meet. This is not conducive to healthy family life or healthy 

human relationships or healthy sense of self-worth. 

Anyone who believes labor unions have lived out their usefulness is living a fool’s 

dream.  Anyone who believes they can stand alone against the forces of economic exploitation 

and financial greed has embraced the devil’s bargain.  

Try standing alone before “efficiency” determinations downsize your office; leaving you 

on the outside looking in. Try standing alone before “economic emergencies” rob your pension 

funds while corporate executives receive salary increases and hefty bonuses. Try standing 

alone when a recent diagnosis on your family health plan coincides with a soon-to-be layoff 

targeting only you. You will soon find yourself discarded on the lonely heap of used and 

abused workers lost in a heartless wasteland.  

There is a saying that anyone willing to trade liberty for security deserves neither. That 

needs to be extended to say “anyone willing to trade solidarity for individual freedom has 

neither.” That’s “the devil’s bargain”, and” the devil’s bargain” is the petitioner’s argument 

before the US Supreme Court this morning. 

Only in true community do we discover our true identity and the meaning and purpose 

of our life. True communities are built upon and endure with love and justice. Separating 

individuals from supportive and protective true communities like unions is a recipe for divide 

and conquer, isolation and bitter loneliness, and a corrosive anger lashing out at perceived 



scapegoats as the culprits for their own decline. True community transforms society from the 

inside out; especially from the heart and soul of every person discarded on the margins of 

society’s abundance. 

The dark forces of economic exploitation, condemned by Pope Leo in 1891 and 

consistently condemned by popes ever since still face us today. They are fueled by amassed 

wealth and power; and move against the forces of justice, true community, and true freedom. 

Their true identity, covered by a veneer of concern for liberty and individual rights, becomes 

readily apparent when the real agenda comes to the forefront.  

The recent federal tax legislation signed into law made a media spectacle of throwing 

working people a bone. Meanwhile the meat was tossed to those already wealthy and the bill 

to pay for it all is passed on to everyone’s grandchildren. That was a setback! 

We are experiencing and will experience more setbacks because many decks are 

stacked against us. We will endure these setbacks because we walk with righteousness. No 

matter the setbacks, keep moving forward. No matter the hostility from a well-financed 

opposition, keep moving forward. And keep moving forward together.  

Whether we win or lose in there today, truth is on our side and no amount of money 

can purchase truth. Truth always prevails, and truth motivates our just cause. Tell the truth 

about unions and let the people organize without obstacles to bargain collectively for the 

common good. 

Jesus said, “I have come to set the earth on fire, and how I wish it were already blazing.” 

Return to your homes and light the fires of solidarity across this nation. Go back home and 

form communities, true communities where everyone is welcomed and embraced. Go back 

home and welcome male and female, young and old, rich and poor, worker and supervisor, 

black, white, Latinx, API and all ethnicities; straight, the LGBTQ community and all 

orientations; liberal or conservative and all political persuasions, peoples of all faiths or of no 

faith at all.  

Go back home, and form true communities with invitations to everyone who comes into 

your circles of life. Form true communities and let all who embrace the invitation take their 

rightful place. Make everyone welcomed and call forth everyone’s gifts to make and shape a 

community that takes responsibility for the common good of all our people.  

Give to all reason to hope. Hope is one of the most precious commodities in our world 

today. Hope will not die so long as we keep moving forward. Hope will not die so long as there 

are true communities for people to feel welcomed, safe and valued. Solidarity forever and 

God’s blessings on you and all your loved ones. Thank you.  

 


