REFLECTIONS ON LABOR:
STATISTICS AND COMMON SENSE
After my first afternoon being a caddy, lugging a bag reminiscent of Rodney Dangerfield’s in
Caddyshack, I thought to myself, “Who needs this?” I had collected a grand total of $2.75 for eighteen
holes! I took up mowing lawns instead. I should have tried again, but I quickly learned that while we
cannot always choose our work, our work has dignity, irrespective of whether we enjoy it. A summer job
following high school graduation was the same, in which all day long we assembled booklets by collating
stacks of training manuals (long before online manuals). Would you believe that being chosen to take out
the trash was a welcome respite from endlessly repeating the same task hour after hour? We would bring
the piles to a vibrating machine that straightened them all out and then start all over again. I thought I
would lose my mind after the first three days, but my parents discouraged me from quitting– after all, I
had made a commitment. My moral takeaway that summer? My job was just for 10 weeks, but for the
vast majority of workers in that factory, it was their livelihood, their “career.” How trapped they must
have felt.
I recently came across an extensive study led by Dr. Raj Chetty, an “off the map” brilliant Economics
professor, who received his Ph.D from Harvard at age 23! He’s now at Stanford. The study considered the
geography of intergenerational mobility in the United States. If you have managed to read this far
without a yawn, thank you– its findings are most interesting. Using the income statistics of more than 40
million parents and children, the researchers sought to see the various correlations among factors that lead
to upward mobility or those that hindered it. In plain terms (please!), the ability of children to improve
upon the socio-economic status of their parents varies substantially across our nation, not only
geographically, but also due to other factors. For example, a child born in the bottom fifth of income
distribution has a 7.5% chance of moving up to the top fifth in this nation in one generation. But in some
places, that number is much higher (e.g. 12.9 % in San Jose, CA), while in others (e.g. Charlotte, NC) it is
as low as 4.4%. They looked primarily at five factors: (1) residential segregation, (2) income inequality,
(3) school quality, (4) social capital, and (5) family structure.
The study noted: “Hence, family structure correlates with upward mobility not just at the individual level
but also at the community level, perhaps because the stability of the social environment affects children’s
outcomes more broadly.” Of the fifty major U.S. cities studied, the top winners for upward mobility: Salt
Lake City, Pittsburgh (did you see that Archbishop Hebda?), San Jose, Boston, and San Francisco. The
bottom five cities were Detroit, Indianapolis, Raleigh, Atlanta and Charlotte. The Twin Cities finished
eighth. But much more interesting to me was the conclusion that it is more likely for a child to climb the
income ladder if they are living with both parents in a community of married parents. It appears to be
more significant a factor than income inequality (the rise of the 1%’ers), something about which we hear
incessantly from Washington D.C. Admittedly, I was lost in the statistical verbiage of the study. I neither
know the relevance of slope coefficient, nor did I linger over cappuccino while viewing the nonparametric binned scatter plot in Appendix VIIa– not that there’s anything wrong with that!
But I most certainly did carefully read the conclusions and they confirm common sense. Page 45 of this
mammoth study concluded: “The fraction of children living in single-parent households is the strongest
correlate of upward income mobility among all the variables we explored.” A higher percentage of intact
family structures translated to greater socio-economic mobility– “[c]hildren of married parents also have
higher rates of upward mobility if they live in communities with fewer single parents.” Tragically, nearly
40% of U.S. children spend at least one year in poverty before they turn eighteen and 40% of all babies
are born outside of wedlock in our country. For some minorities, that percentage spikes to over 70%! If
we want economic prosperity for people in our churches, we want to do all in our power to equip them to
maintain stable family relationships. The tried and tested way of the faith with respect to marriage and
family flat out works, and has withstood the test of time. The Church desires to be part of people’s lives
and to help foster the structures that support family life and appropriately challenge economic

structures that fail to provide a basic living wage to people.
On the Feast of St. Joseph the Worker in 2013, Pope Francis remarked: “Work is fundamental to the
dignity of the person. Work, to use an image, ‘anoints’ with dignity, fills us with dignity, makes us similar
to God who has worked and still works, who always acts.” To counter hopelessness, he said that an
evangelizing community gets involved “by word and deed in people’s daily lives; it bridges distances . . .
and it embraces human life, touching the suffering flesh of Christ in others.” (Evangelii Gaudium, no. 24.)
Dignified work must be at the heart of our efforts in assisting families precisely because we draw insight
into who we are as human beings from our work. Years ago, St. John Paul II reminded us that human
labor is an essential key to understanding our social relationships, vital to family formation and the
building up of community according to our God-given dignity. In his very first encyclical (Laborem
Exercens, no. 1) in 1979, he wrote: “…man’s life is built up every day from work, from work it derives its
specific dignity.”
•

Contrary to my bulletin last Sunday, I most likely did meet Mother Teresa, albeit as
kindergartner! While in Montessori at Visitation Convent, I distinctly recall the time when Sister
informed us that a very special visitor was coming to our classroom. We all lined up...trouble is, I
do not recall her actual visit with any specificity. Since I was only 5, might I get a pass?

•

I’m surprised that the September 5 feast day for St. Teresa of Calcutta is only for dioceses in
India. The USCCB may petition the Holy See to extend it here, and I sincerely hope they do so.

•

Do you know what a chimera is? No, it’s not the former St. Paul Theater, but refers to some
terribly ghoulish medical research. With federal aid in hand (i.e. your money), scientists are trying
to produce entities with partly or wholly human brains. Human/animal chimera research results in
“beings who do not fully belong to either the human race or the host animal species.” The
USCCB is vigorously opposes this research, calling for its end.

•

Given the weather, I am not surprised that the Minnesota State Fair set an all-time attendance
record of 1,943,719, shattering the 2014 record by more than 100,000.

•

I’ll bet that you recall exactly where you fifteen years ago today. Living in this country has never
really been the same since that fateful day. May God bless all the families who lost loved ones on
9/11, and our heartfelt thanks to all who work to keep us safe from terrorism on our soil.

Sincerely in Christ,
Fr. John L. Ubel,
Rector

