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PETER MGGUIRE AND THE SPIRITUALITY OF LABOR

Life is Worth Giving

by ¥r. Kevin Shanley, 0.Carm.

A little over 100 years ago, in an impressive Whlte
House ceremony, President Grover Cleveland signed the bill
that established Labor Day as a national holiday. The year
was 1894, and many labor leaders attended the ceremony.

But one men, alas, was missing: Peter J. McGuire, a
devout Catholic who was actually the "father" of Labor Day.
The 10th child of an Irish immigrent family on lew York's
Fast Side, he watched his father march off to flght for
the Union cause in the Civil Var. Although Peter was only
eleven, he began his working career to help support the family.

Years later, after flive long years as an apprentice, he
received a card identifying him as a qualified carpenter. At
the time Mecguire began working, there was no national union
for carpenters, so he thought it was time to establish one.

With his flaming red hair and handle-bar mustache,
accompanied by & powerful and convineing voice, McGuire became
a natural leader and later was elected the first president
of the national union known as the United Brotherhood of
Carpenters and Jolners. He had achieved one of his earliest

gogls.,
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On May 8, 1882, he gave a rousing speech to the Central
Labor “nion in New York in which he called for a speclal day
to hoaqgr the workers of America.

With characteristic fortitude, McGuire suggested calling
the event "Labor Day' to honor those "who from rude nature
have delved and carved all the grandeur which we behold."

From his own Irish Catholic background, McGulre was
steeped in the ideals of the dignity of humen labor, and
how that effort could be understood as ideally a cooperation
with the God of ereation to renew and embellish the earth.

He saw human labor not as enslavement to toll, but as a means
to earn a livelihood to support a family dcently, and also to
make the world a better place.

He re joliced, as did many Labor leaders, when Pope Leo XIII
issued his famous encyclical "Rerum Novarum" {(On C%pital and
Labor} in May of 1891i. In this world-wide state?éihe first
from an international leader, Pope Lec stressed the rights of
working people %o organize labor unions for thelr own protection
and bensefit, and to receive a decent "living" wage so that
they could live in human dignity with their families.

Such ideas were the foundation of the spirituality with
which Peter McGuire attempted Lo inspire all the members of

the Labor Movement at the turn of the 20%h Century.
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Unfortunately in his lifetime, Peter MoGulre was not
recognized as the founder of Labor Day and credlt was glven
to. others. In 1901 illness forced him to retire and the
family moved to Camden, N.J., where wondered if all his
efforts had been in vain. He could hardly afford food and
heat for his family. In 1906 he died a poor and disillusloned
man in spite of his haﬁing champiloned an eight-hour work day,
child labor reform, and justlce for all workers.

Peter McGuire was burled in Arlington Cemebtery in
Pennsauken, H.J. Fortunately, the American Federation of
Labor recognized his great achievements and srected a life-size
statue there to honor the "father® of Labor | Day! And in 1956
the U.S. Postal Service honored him with a commemorative stamp.

His life's work and spirituelity had, indeed, been
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