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Session Three  
Leader’s Instructions 
 
LABOR IN GOD’S HARVEST  
 
Step 1: Theme and Prayer (5 min.) 
 
Read the theme aloud and then ask a volunteer to 
read the opening prayer on the handout. 
 
Theme: Jesus brings “Good News” to the poor 
and “proclaims release to the captives.” Those 
who labor to provide our food deserve this good 
news, too: fair wages, work with dignity, a day of 
rest. 
 
Step 2: Farm Workers’ Reality (10 min.) 
 
Read the facts aloud from the handout and briefly 
discuss with the group what was surprising about 
these facts and what the group already knew or 
didn’t know about farm workers. 
 
Step 3: Biblical Reflection (15 min.) 
 
Read Isaiah 65:21-23 and discuss: 
 
How would Isaiah’s desire that people not labor 
in vain apply to people who work in the fields of 
North Carolina? 
 
Read James 5:1-5 and discuss the following: 
 
How is fair treatment of workers part of the 
Christian message?  
 
Step 4: Learning Activity (15 min.)  
 
Materials: Four copies of the role play (found on 
Learning Activity page); four giant “name tags” 
for each part.  
 
Process: Ask for four volunteers from the group; 
if possible, choose four who are successively 
taller.  Assign the “farm worker” role to the short-
est person, then the “grower,” “president,” and 
“consumer” roles to the progressively taller vol-
unteers. 

Ask the “Farm Worker” to stand in front of the 
group and read his/her part first.  Then the 
“Grower” stands directly in front of the worker 
and reads her/his part.  “Pickle Company Presi-
dent” stands directly in front of the grower to read 
her/his part, and the “Consumer” stands directly 
in front of “President” to read. At the end, there 
will be a line, with the “Consumer” at the front, 
blocking the view to the rest of the readers. 
 
After the role play, discuss the following: 
 
What happened to the farm worker as everyone 
else read his or her part? 
 
Do individuals have the responsibility to make 
purchases that are produced under fair working 
conditions?  How do we determine which prod-
ucts to buy? 
 
How can consumers demand fair treatment for the 
laborers who pick and pack the food we eat? 
 
Could a farm worker union help to equalize the 
roles highlighted in the role play? Why or why 
not? 
 
 

Step 5: Follow-up and Prayer (5 min.)  
 
Read aloud the suggested follow-up actions from 
the handout and ask which of the suggestions are 
most feasible for the group to do during the fol-
lowing week.  Encourage participants to commit 
to at least one action as an individual and consider 
engaging in some actions as a group. 
 
Close with the following prayer or with a prayer 
offered by one of the participants. 

Closing Prayer 
 
Bless the hands of the people of the earth, the 
hands that plant the seeds, the hands that bind the 
harvest.  Soften the hands of the oppressor and 
strengthen the hands of the oppressed. Bless the 
hands of the workers; bless the hands of those in 
power above them, that the measure they deal will 
be tempered with justice and compassion. Amen.   
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Session Three Handout 
LABOR IN GOD’S HARVEST  
 
Theme: Jesus brings “Good News” to the poor and 
“proclaims release to the captives.” Those who labor 
to provide our food deserve this good news, too: fair 
wages, work with dignity, respect. 

Opening Prayer 
 
God, help us to understand the way of freedom and 
power proclaimed by Jesus in the synagogue.  May we 
learn how to live the Christian life that brings good 
news to the poor and freedom to those held captive by 
oppressive economic systems. Amen. 

Farm Workers’ Reality  
 

• At the height of the growing season, farm workers 
often work 12-14 hours a day in the hot sun with 
few breaks, and the average farm worker earns less 
than $10,000 a year,1 which is not enough to feed 
his/her family.  

• Seventy-one percent of every food income dollar 
goes to corporate food processors, 23% goes to 
farmers and 6% goes to farm workers. 2 

• Increasing farm workers’ wages by 50% would cost 
the average consumer less than $3.85 more for fresh 
produce a year. 3 

• A union is an association of workers who seek to 
improve their working conditions. Many things in a 
farm worker union contract are like personnel poli-
cies in an office. They include provisions for breaks, 
availability of bathrooms and fresh drinking water.  

• In Ohio, unionized cucumber pickers earn at least 
twice what North Carolina cucumber pickers earn.4 

• Farm worker union contracts in the past have in-
cluded provisions for higher wages, job security, 
pesticide protections, and a grievance procedure, 
allowing workers to address problems on the job 
without fear of retaliation.  Contracts allow farm 
workers themselves to enforce standards rather than 
rely on overworked, understaffed state agencies. 

• Farmers often do not have the resources to improve 
farm worker wages and housing without a contribu-
tion from the corporate food processor that profits 

the most.  In Ohio, the Farm Labor Organizing 
Committee pioneered effective three-way agree-
ments between growers, workers and processors for 
a more equitable distribution of profits. 

• Farm workers sometimes revert to boycotts as a 
means of last resort to gain a voice on the job.  Cur-
rently, cucumber harvesters in North Carolina are 
boycotting Mt. Olive Pickles and  tomato pickers in 
Florida are boycotting Taco Bell. The National 
Council of Churches and the Farm Worker Ministry 
Committee of the NC Council of Churches have 
endorsed these boycotts.  For more information, 
visit www.nfwm.org. 

 

Biblical Reflection 
Isaiah 65:21-23,  
James 5:1-5  

Suggested Follow-
up Actions 
 
Reflect and Serve 
• Pray for the resolution of 

labor conflicts in North 
Carolina, including the 
Mt. Olive Pickle Boycott. 

• Support farm worker union efforts by joining sup-
port committees; contact NFWM for information. 

• Hold a fundraiser for a farm worker organization. 
 

Advocate and Act 
• Honor farm worker-called boycotts of Mt. Olive 

Pickles and Taco Bell products. 

• Organize a group of your friends and neighbors to 
leaflet at a store carrying Mt. Olive Pickles or at a 
Taco Bell. 

 

Learn More (See full citation on Resources page.) 
• Read Chapter 9 of The Human Cost of Food about 

farm worker organizing. 

• Read Forged Under the Sun: The Life of Maria 
Elena Lucas edited by Fran Leeper Buss. 

• Websites of farm worker groups: www.ufw.org,  
www.floc.com, www.ciw-online.org.  

 
1. National Agricultural Workers Survey, US Department of Labor, 2000.  2. Student Action with Farmworkers factsheet,  “Farmworkers in the United States,” 2000.  3. North 
Carolina  Farmworker Health Alliance and Student Action with Farmworkers factsheet,  “Farmworkers Contribute Significantly to North Carolina’s Economy,” 1998.   4. Based on 
Ohio union contracts and actual pay stubs and interviews from a sampling of North Carolina workers by NFWM staff in the summers of 2001-2003.  

“If you dehuman-
ize people, then 

they lose their self-
worth and they 
won’t fight for 

their rights.   The 
union gives work-
ers self-worth, it 

gives them faith in 
their ability to 
really change 

their situation.” 
 

—Dolores Huerta 
Co-founder, UFW  
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Session Three Learning Activity: Labor in God’s Harvest 
 
Copy and pass around to the four participating volunteers first.  After role-play is completed, pass out to whole group. 
 

Farm Worker:  
I am a farm worker from Jalisco, Mexico.  I pick cucumbers every season in the fields of North Carolina.  I 
like to work in the fields, but I earn so little.  My average annual salary is only $7500.  This, to feed, clothe and 
put shoes on my wife and four children in Mexico.  I also had to pay $1500 to a coyote—or smuggler—to 
bring me across the border; I’m still paying it off!  I live with 15 other guys in the same house, owned by the 
grower.  We only have one bathroom, and they don’t give us any place to wash our clothes.  I would like to go 
home to Mexico to be with my family, but we really need the money and back home there is no work. 
 
Grower:  
I am Mr./Ms. Grower, one of the many farmers in North Carolina who grows cucumbers.  I am very good for 
the community because I provide jobs.  I know the Mexicans are happy working for me.  Some of them com-
plain about the housing I provide, but it’s better than what they have in Mexico, so I don’t pay any attention to 
that.  I am proud to sell my cucumbers to a grading station contracted to the ABC Pickle Company.  They sup-
port my business, and even provide me with the seeds to grow their signature pickles.  Even if I wanted to pay 
my workers more and fix up the housing a little, it wouldn’t be economically viable unless all the ABC Pickle 
Company supplier growers did the same.  I don’t have the resources to increase the wages or offer workers’ 
compensation without a contribution from the corporate processor. 
 
ABC Pickle Company President:  
I am the president of the best pickle company in the world, located right here in North Carolina.  We know we 
are the best because we have the best selling pickle in the whole southern part of the United States, and we 
have earnings of around $100 million each year!  ABC Pickles are the best pickles because we provide our 
special seeds to our growers, and we monitor the environment of all the farms where they are grown.  We 
know that our growers mean well, and we trust that they follow the law when it comes to the farm workers.  
Besides, we don’t want to interfere with the grower-worker relationship.  That’s not our responsibility. 
 
Consumer:   
Every week, I go to the store to do my shopping.  I buy pickles for my family because they like them, espe-
cially for cook-outs and picnics.  I buy ABC Pickles because they are based in North Carolina and, well we’re 
just used to seeing them. Plus, they’re always on sale; last week I got another two for one deal!  Why shouldn’t 
I buy ABC Pickles?   

Success Story:  
Farm Workers Make History 
 
Conditions in the fields do not have to be op-
pressive and dehumanizing.  For over thirty-
five years, the Ohio-based Farm Labor Orga-
nizing Committee (FLOC), AFL-CIO has or-
ganized to gain a better life for thousands of 
farm workers. FLOC responds to the exploita-
tive agricultural system by holding corporate 
food processors accountable to the workers 
from whom they profit.  An eight-year boycott 
of the Campbell Soup Company led to the first 
three-way contracts in US labor history. 
 

Wages: Under a three-way collective bargain-
ing agreement, companies like Campbell Soup 

and others pay more for the crop they pur-
chase from the farms, resulting in more money 
for workers and farmers alike.  Before con-
tracts were signed in Ohio in 1986, workers 
made only $3.61 for a typical 100 pounds of 
cucumbers picked (approximately 30 minutes 
work).  After contracts were signed, workers  
made $5.80 for the same amount of cucum-
bers. Non-union farm workers in states like 
North Carolina earn as little as 65 cents per 
33-lb. bucket of cucumbers, or $1.95 per 100 
pounds of cucumbers picked.  
    
Living conditions: Under the collective bar-
gaining agreement, the union also created a 
fund to improve housing and effectively low-
ered the farmers’ cost of such improvements.  

Non-union farm workers in North Carolina are 
often forced to live in substandard and over-
crowded housing.   
 

Working conditions: In Ohio, FLOC mem-
bers instituted a grievance procedure to re-
solve problems on the job site without intimida-
tion or threats of termination. By contrast, non-
union North Carolina workers often endure 
abuses on the job that they have no power to 
change. They lack a voice on the job that only 
a union contract provides. 
 

Update: FLOC tried for two years to negotiate 
with NC- based Mt. Olive Pickle  for a three-
way agreement similar to those in Ohio, but 
Mt. Olive refused.  In 1999,  FLOC called a 
boycott of the company.             Source: FLOC 


