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Introduction 
 
The Catholic Labor Network (CLN) recently concluded a round of five Synodal listening sessions 
with workers and those who minister to them. Held in the spring of 2022, these 90-minute listening 
sessions focused on three key questions1: 

A. When has the Church responded best to the concerns and needs of workers? 
B. If there was one good thing the Church could do that would make the world a better place 

for workers, what would that be? 
C. How can the Church listen to workers better? 

 
We targeted five different groups in organizing these Zoom listening sessions: 

A. CLN Board Members 
B. CLN members who also are members of unions 
C. CLN Members who are clergy and/or religious 
D. General Members of CLN (typically those who minister alongside workers) 
E. CLN Maryland Chapter (plus a few people who missed other opportunities to gather). 

Meetings included a mix of women and men but skewed over 85% White in terms of race and 
ethnicity. Between 10 and 17 people attended each session. While we transcribed many direct 
quotes, we do not attribute them in this report to respect the confidentiality of participants. 
 
Consensus Results 
 
While each group comprised a different sector within CLN, six consensus views emerged that 
spanned across the five groups. We describe each of these themes below, providing representative 
quotes: 

1. Participants provided multiple examples of Catholic clergy, religious, and laity who had no 
previous connection to a union or workers center/organization, but nevertheless became 
deeply involved in a strike or protest. For example, former Archbishop Kelly of Louisville 
was singled out, “He led people in prayer not only in public support of the Immokalee 
Workers, but also for the corporate leaders who were making decisions. He prayed for the 
workers and the bosses.” The Catholic Worker movement, and Dorothy Day in particular, 
were also specifically mentioned in several groups as a positive force for worker justice 
within the Church. While discussants applauded these examples of  Church engagement, 
most said this kind of commitment represents the past, and is lacking in today’s Church. 
Each group recommended greater engagement throughout the Church on worker strikes 
and actions, particularly those labor struggles involving women and people of color. 

 
1 The first listening session included a different first question, “What wounds has the COVID-19 Pandemic revealed, 
and what insights has it given us?” Upon evaluation, Korgen Associates and CLN agreed that this ground was well worn, 
and the group would be better served by a new appreciative inquiry question, “When has the Church responded best to 
the concerns and needs of workers?” 



 
 

2. In a similar way, clergy engagement with union elections was cited as a best practice, 
particularly when clergy serve as official observers in “card check” elections. Several clergy in 
different groups pointed to this practice as an important way for priests to be engaged in 
worker justice, as did union members. In addition, participants in one group cited the 
intervention of Fr. Joseph McShane, SJ in the formation of Fordham University’s graduate 
student teaching assistants’ union as a positive development. As University President, he 
spoke out unequivocally in support of their right to organize despite opposition from some 
university trustees. “And when Catholic University’s adjunct professors organized, priests in 
the neighborhood stepped in in a supportive role,” one participant added. 

3. Discussants also raised Catholic social teaching as success story--up to a point. “The 
principles are there, but the Church’s teaching on workers is not talked about—we have a 
rich social doctrine that should be discussed widely.”  Whenever the issue of Church 
teaching on workers and worker justice arose, participants had absolutely no concerns about 
the teaching itself. But each group raised concerns about a lack of enthusiasm among clergy 
and bishops in general. “Sometimes it feels like there is a strong focus on children in the 
womb, but the full social teachings are not brought out.”  

4. “Practice what you preach” was also a strong message in these conversations. As a major 
employer, not only through its parish and diocesan staff, but also its universities, hospitals, 
and charitable organizations, the Church has a responsibility to live up to its own teachings 
on the rights of workers, particularly when it comes to workers forming unions. “We need to 
look at institutions within the Church and make sure those workers are treated fairly,” one 
CLN member summarized. One group urged a study of Catholic universities’ employment 
practices, while another focused on preventing wage theft by contractors. Despite these 
differences, the consensus was clear—the Church has a widespread challenge living up to its 
teachings on the rights of workers. Despite some exemplary behavior (as noted in #1), 
egregious violations of worker rights among Catholic employers continue. “We willfully 
ignore our own teaching because it’s easier or more convenient. It’s frustrating because that 
hypocrisy is what pushes people away from the Church,” one participant stated. Discussants 
recommended Labor Day and the Feast of St. Joseph the Worker as opportunities for 
education about this teaching. 

5. Whenever the groups talked about clergy disinterest in the Church’s teachings on workers 
and worker justice, the conversations eventually turned to seminaries. Several participants 
engaged with seminaries noted that the curricula typically gloss over this teaching or skip it 
entirely. A generation of priests, they believe, is being trained with little awareness of these 
teachings and their pastoral application. Remedies discussed included required readings of 
papal encyclicals on work and pastoral assignments for seminarians within worker 
organizations and unions. 

6. In terms of listening better to workers, participants in several groups saw the  Synod on 
Synodality as a positive example of intentional listening to workers and encouraged building 
special outreach to workers into other Church consultative bodies. For example, one 
participant noted, “Parish councils tend to be full of big donors and are highly 
professionalized.” An intentional effort to engage workers, they added, is needed. Others 
simply quoted Pope Leo XIII: “Go to the worker!” A few noted that parish staff sometimes 
offer onerous requirements for sacraments that working people have difficulty meeting. 
“Meet people where they are,” they advised. 



 
 
These six areas of feedback reflected broad areas of consensus. They should be taken most seriously 
as the primary feedback from these Synodal listening sessions. 
 
Additional Insights 
 
At the same time, several listening session groups produced provocative insights that, while not as 
widely felt as the other themes, are worth mentioning.  These included: 

1. The chapel at the Port of Newark, NJ is located inside a shipping container. This is a great 
example of sacramentalizing work and should be repeated elsewhere. 

2. Personnel administrators in dioceses can play a special role as bridge between workers and 
administration. While they are answerable to management, many see themselves as advocates 
for workers. 

3. The rise of Fair Trade sales—through parishes, dioceses, and institutional purchasing 
decisions is an important success, “not just for the product, but also for education.” 

4. Some dioceses have policies expressing preference for union labor in awarding contracts. 
The Diocese of Cleveland has implemented these policies unwaveringly. Some dioceses have 
overturned or ignored them. 

 
Conclusion 
 
The simple act of creating special listening sessions for workers was much appreciated by 
participants. The Synod process alone provides a template for future consultations. The consensus 
around six key areas of interest among the groups also provides a springboard for further discussion. 
How will Synod fathers and mothers direct a response? Will these discussions lead simply to more 
frustration or to concrete actions to revitalize Church engagement with workers and worker 
organizations? Korgen Associates encourages the Catholic Labor Network to stay engaged in the 
process, citing its findings from these five Synod listening sessions. 
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