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Seminary Summer: Snging for Our Lives
Margie Klein, Student at H ebrew College Rabbinical School in Boston, MA

During the summer of 2005 I participated in Seminary Summer, a program of Interfaith
Worker Justice that brings together seminarians from around the country, trains them in faith and
labor organizing, and places them in unions and worker justice organizations. I want to share with
you a story of the power of my experience.

As a seminarian intern for SEIU Local 615 in Washington DC, I organized religious
leaders and building tenants to support the struggle of security officers in commercial office
buildings to improve their lives and their jobs. I spent a great deal of time talking to workers, and
was shocked to learn that many security officers make under $9/hour, have little or no training in
emergency procedures, and switch from building to building so often that they feel they aren’t able
to do their jobs well because they don’t recognize regulars in the building.

The officers struggled to pay rent and feed their families. With such low wages, it was
hard to participate in their communities because they had to work two and three jobs to pay the
bills. With such dead end jobs, it was hard to hope for the future. Thus, beyond more pay, the
security officers wanted more respect. They wanted the dignity of a career, where they could learn
skills and be effective in their work. The security officers in Washington DC were working to form
a union to bargain collectively to improve their jobs. Although the large security firms have granted
workers unions in Chicago and New York, in most cities, the firms are fighting the union every step
of the way.

In DC (and in Boston), the largest security firm is Allied Barton. When Allied Barton
repeatedly refused to meet with workers, we seminarians were asked to step in. The union asked us
to form a religious delegation to Allied Barton Headquarters in Northern Virginia, and ask the
regional manager to meet with workers. We wanted let Allied know that allowing workers to form a
union of their choice and negotiating for better wages and benefits was the moral thing to do, and
show Allied Barton that the religious community will lend their resources to workers in the
upcoming struggle.

After much planning, seven seminarians and I arrived at the headquarters in our religious
garb. Even as we entered the elevator people were staring at us, wondering what was about to go
down. When we got to the Allied office, all the secretaries looked up, as well as all the people sitting
in the front lounge applying for jobs.

Junaid, our Muslim brother and religious leader, asked to speak with Ron Roland, the
regional director. The secretary called someone, and right away this large african american man in a
fancy suit came out, identified himself as the office manager, asked us why we were there, and firmly
told us to leave. Junaid said we were with Interfaith Worker Justice, and we were there to speak
with Ron Roland about the low wages and poor conditions of workers. Junaid said that we would
stay until we could meet with the regional, or if we couldn't, then with someone else who could hear
our message.

When no one would meet with us, we all started singing spirituals and civil rights songs.
As we lead off with "We are Marching, marching, marching for our lives, we are singing singing
singing for our lives" I could tell that this was not what the office manager or anyone else expected.
The office manager asked us again to leave, and said he would speak with one of us out in the hall.
We said we were all sticking together, and kept singing.

Finally, when the office manager seemed at a loss for what to do, I decided it would be a
good idea to present our position in front of everyone, which by this point included all the



secretaries and job applicants, and pretty much everyone else in the office, who had crowded the
hallways to see what was going on.

I told everyone listening that we religious leaders had been talking with workers for the
past few weeks. I told them we had learned that the officers often have to work two and three jobs,
and it's still not enough to support their families well. I said that the workers are trying to raise
themselves up, and as the biggest company in one of the most profitable industries, it was their
responsibility to help workers to improve their jobs and their lives. I said that our religious
traditions teach us that if one of us is poor, we are all impoverished, that if we don't raise up our
brothers and sisters, we are keeping them down.

When I finished my speech, the Allied Barton manager looked bewildered, and we could
tell the secretaries and job applicants were trying not to laugh after someone just stuck it to the
bosses. When he composed himself, the Allied Barton manager told us he was calling the police if
we didn't leave right away.

Despite his threats, we just kept singing and stayed peaceful, for our message was not one
of anger, but of strength, solidarity, and hope. Soon we took each othet's hands and prepared to
pray. My friend Eliza, a Black evangelical preacher from Tennessee, took a deep breath. Though
she was new to union organizing and hesitant to take leadership, the power of the moment gave her
courage to pray. She asked God to help the workers, but also prayed that Allied’s management
would do the just thing and help uplift our community. And she prayed for strength for our
delegation.

As people continued to pray, I was filled with emotion. Part of me wanted to laugh at
how crazy the situation felt, coming into a fancy corporate office and bringing song and prayer,
which couldn't be more out of place. We were being trouble makers and we knew it. As a new
religious leader, at first I felt funny using our prayers and songs as a weapon. But when I thought
about it more, this was one of the holiest situations I've been in. What could be a better way to do
God's work than to strive for justice, and have faith that against all odds poor people should be able
to earn what they deserve?

Gripping the hands of those around me, our small group of religious people felt more
powerful than all the suits staring at us from the hallway. Our words were not only oxr words - we
were harnessing the power of religious traditions older than all of us put together. We were calling
upon ancient ethical wisdom and holy teachings, singing to the hearts of Allied Managers when their
brains were stuck and wouldn't listen. Like the Jews crying out to God in Egypt, I felt that even if it
was hard for Allied to hear our words, with help from above even the most powerful Pharoah will
change his mind.

Though we left the headquarters when the police arrived, our message stayed with Allied
Barton, who is now one step closer to negotiating with the union. And though I left my work at
SEIU, the plight of poor workers is still with me, at the center of my call to become a religious
leader. This summer taught me the tremendous power of clergy to support workers and influence
decision makers.

After about 45 minutes, the police arrived and asked us to leave, and we did, singing all the
way. Though we left the headquarters when the police arrived, our message stayed with Allied
Barton, who is now one step closer to negotiating with the union. And though I left my work at
SEIU, the plight of poor workers is still with me, at the center of my call to become a religious
leader. This summer taught me the tremendous power of clergy to support workers and influence
decision makers.

But we can’t wait for ordination. We have the power to make a difference in the here and
now. Through our prayer, song, and call to action, I believe we sent a strong message to Allied
Barton that helping workers form the union of their choice and supporting better wages and
conditions is the just thing to do. And even more, that if they want to keep hoarding all their
profits, they will have a force to reckon with, God on our side.



