
Wage Theft Sabbath 
November 19-20, 2011 

Resources for your congregation 

What is Wage Theft? 
 

     Wage theft occurs when workers are paid less than what the law requires. It includes not being paid all your 

wages, being paid below minimum wage, being denied overtime when you should be paid for it, or not being 

paid at all for work you’ve performed. When employers violate the law and deprives a worker of legally    

mandated wages, they are guilty of wage theft. Wage theft is widespread and pervasive across many types of 

companies.  

      Wage theft is not just a modern problem, it also existed in Biblical times. Our Jewish and Christian faiths 

speak out strongly against this injustice. Not only does one of the ten commandments tell us, “thou shalt not 

steal,” scriptures such as Deuteronomy 24:14 specifically warn employers not to withhold their workers’   

wages from them. Work is meant to be an expression of our God-given dignity and creativity. When wage 

theft occurs, work instead becomes a means of exploitation. 

     Wage theft is most shocking when employers steal money from workers earning low wages. Yet wage theft 

affects many middle-income workers too, including construction workers, nurses, dieticians, writers, 

bookkeepers, and many more. This practice affects young workers, middle-career workers, and older workers.   

     Millions of workers each year experience wage theft, often forcing them to choose between paying the rent 

or putting food on the table. Wage theft also robs from the government's tax coffers, resulting in cutbacks of 

vital services. Wage theft hurts ethical businesses, by forcing them to compete against companies who make a 

profit by cheating their workers.   

Ways Your Congregation Can Participate in the Wage Theft Sabbath 
To draw attention to the crisis of wage theft, and encourage people of faith to act, your congregation is encouraged to 

take part in a wage theft Sabbath during your regular worship services on November 19-20th. You can participate by:  

 Include prayers for victims of wage theft, and for employers who are taking advantage of their workers in your    

worship service 

 Use the enclosed scriptures, reflections, and story of a wage theft victim to develop a sermon or missions moment 

about wage theft. 

 Use the enclosed bulletin insert to educate your members about wage theft. 

 Take up a collection to support Workers Interfaith Network’s (WIN) work against wage theft.  

 Invite members of your congregation to fill out the pledge card to stop wage theft (found on the enclosed bulletin 

insert) and return these to WIN.   

 

If you have low-wage workers in your congregation: 
 Before or after your worship service, hold a workshop on wage theft, and what to do if you experience it. Contact 

WIN to request a workshop. 

 
Please let us know how you plan to participate in the wage theft Sabbath by returning the commitment form found 

in this packet. 

 

Workers Interfaith Network 
3035 Directors Row, B—1207, Memphis, TN 38131. (901) 332-3570. workersinterfaithnetwork.org  



One worker’s story of wage theft 
 

    Zorina Bowen worked at the University of Tennessee as a DNA specialist until she was laid off from her job 

on July 15th, 2009. She had worked there for 17 years, and was laid off on her 52nd birthday.  
 

     Zorina began searching for any job she could get to pay the bills and support her two daughters. One of her 

daughters was in college, and the other was disabled and living at home. Around this time, it just so happened 

that a friend of hers, who owns Safari World Tapas Bar, was looking to hire a cook.  

    Zorina started work immediately. For between nine and thirteen hours a day, Zorina worked in the kitchen, 

putting orders together, cooking meals, and washing dishes. Of course, she expected to be paid for her hard 

work and the long hours she put into her new job, which often lasted from breakfast through closing. “She 

made us think that we were doing fine and everything was rolling along nicely,” says Zorina. “We were    

making money in the restaurant, we knew how many orders were coming through the kitchen, and the bar was 

doing good, so we had no reason to suspect that anything was amiss.” At Safari, employees were paid         

sporadically for their work, and were told by the owner that they had more coming. When Zorina inquired 

about the rest of her money, she was asked by the manager not to return to work. 
 

     After confronting the owner, Faatimah Muhammad, about her wages, Zorina was told she would be paid, 

but Muhammad kept stalling. She would not show up to meet her, and eventually quit taking her phone calls. 

Zorina never expected anything like this to happen because she and the owner had been friends for over 20 

years. As a result, she continued to struggle with bills. After everything, she received only $440 from          

Muhammad, and after two years, is still owed $1,493.  

     Zorina was not the only person to experience wage theft at Safari. Other employees, including a chef,   

manager, and two servers, were treated similarly. For the past two years, Zorina and the Workers Interfaith 

Network have written letters and made phone calls to the owner, who refuses to communicate or pay Zorina 

what she is owed.  
 

     Zorina says she feels betrayed by the experience because it was a friend who deceived her. “It’s not a good 

feeling, especially since it’s somebody I knew personally, somebody that knew my situation, and still did this, 

knowing full well she probably had no intention of paying me in the first place, but was getting free work.”  
 

      Zorina is currently unemployed and is looking for work, but has not had much luck in the current         

economy. However, she continues to take whatever job she can get in order to provide for her family, and is 

still fighting to recover her stolen wages.  

Frequently Asked Questions 
about wage theft: 

What laws are broken in wage theft cases? 

 Most commonly wage theft is a violation of the Fair 

Labor Standards Act (FLSA) which provides for a    

federal minimum wage of $7.25 an hour, and requires 

employers to pay many workers time-and-a-half for all 

hours worked about 40 hours per week.   

 Wage theft may also involve violations of tax laws, 

through misclassification of employees as independent 

contractors. This means that an employer does not pay 

its share of federal and state taxes. 

Who do these wage and hour laws apply to? 

 All workers in the US, regardless of immigration or    

ex-offender status are covered by these laws.  In other 

words, employers do NOT have the right to commit 

wage theft against undocumented workers—doing so 

is a violation of the law! 

In what types of workplace or industry does wage theft 

occur? 

 Wage theft is epidemic, and no group of workers is 

immune, including workers earning good wages.     

 Restaurants, retail, construction, day labor, janitorial 

services, garment manufacturing, long-term care, 

home health care, poultry processing, and agriculture 

are  industries with significant cases of wage theft,         

according to the U.S. Department of Labor and worker 

advocates.   

Where do workers turn if they experience wage theft? 

 Many turn to one of the more than 200 worker centers 

throughout the country, including Workers Interfaith 

Network.   

 Others file complaints with a government agency,    

often with the assistance of a worker center, labor   

union, or  other advocate. 

 Attorneys may also file lawsuits on workers’ behalf, if 

a large sum of wages have been stolen. 
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     In order to celebrate God’s commitment to justice for working people, and to inform our faith communities 

about wage theft, Workers Interfaith Network encourages congregations to take part in “Wage Theft Sabbath”.  

Held on November 20th-21st, we invite congregations to participate during your regular worship services that 

weekend. Please let us know how you plan to participate, so that we can share with others which              

congregations will be joining the wage theft Sabbath.   

 

 
Wage Theft Sabbath  

Congregational Commitment Form 
 
 

__ Yes, my congregation will participate in the Wage Theft Sabbath in the following way(s): 

 ___ Our clergy person will speak or preach about wage theft in our worship service.  

 ___ We will use the wage theft worship resources and/or pray for workers who are victims of                

  wage theft 

 ___ We will hold a workshop on wage theft and what to do if you experience it. (Contact WIN to request  

  a workshop leader). 

 ___ We will take up a collection for Workers Interfaith Network to support the Wage Theft Campaign 

 ___ We will use bulletin inserts to educate our members about wage theft. 

 ___  We will invite members to turn in the pledge cards (found on the bulletin insert) to do their part to  

  stop wage theft, and return these pledge cards to WIN.   

 

Name of Congregation: _____________________________________________________________________ 

Address of Congregation: ___________________________________________________________________ 

Contact Person:_____________________________________________ 

Contact Phone Number:_______________________________________ 

Contact E-mail: _____________________________________________ 

 

 

Fax completed forms to: (901) 332-3532 or  

mail to: Workers Interfaith Network, 3035 Directors Row, Building B Suite 1207, Memphis, TN 38104 

 

Questions? Call Rev. Rebekah Gienapp at (901) 332-3570 or e-mail: rebekah@workersinterfaithnetwork.org 
 

Thou shalt not steal. 



Judaism and the Imperative of Ending Wage Theft  
By Rabbi Michael Feinberg, Greater New York Labor-Religion Coalition 
 

     One issue facing workers across the United States is wage theft, where workers are deliberately underpaid or in 

many instances not paid at all for their labor. Such wage theft is epidemic in scope. 
 

     The fact is that many of the most economically marginalized workers -- those with everything at risk, including 

their jobs, their livelihoods, and their ability to provide for themselves and their families -- must additionally contend 

with such unethical, illegal and morally reprehensible practices on the part of their employers. Practices of wage theft 

destroy the most basic contract -- in religious language, covenant -- upon which all sound employer-employee       

relations stand, is deserving of the full attention and response from the faith community. 
 

     In the face of pervasive wage theft and in their efforts to find their voice and demand change, these workers need 

and deserve all the support they can get from the religious community and from the law in pursuit of justice. 

Some of Judaism's most important ethical principles include: 

Å The Dignity of all Creation -- K'vod Habriot 

Å The role of humanity to be responsible stewards to the Earth and all its resources, shared equitably 

Å The ultimate value and worth of every human being, each one created in the image of God -- B'tselem Elohim 

Å The dignity of labor/work as human partnership with God in the ongoing act of Creation 

Å The right of all workers to fair treatment, including a living wage, timely payment, and the right to form a union 

Å Concern for the most economically vulnerable in society -- the widow, the orphan and the stranger -- and the ethical 

imperative to meet their needs 
 

Regarding wage theft specifically, one verse from the Hebrew Bible provide the basis for much of the relevant     

Jewish teaching: 

      "Do not oppress the hired laborer, who is poor and needy, whether he is one of your people or one of the           

sojourners in your land within your gates. Give him his wages in the daytime, and do not let the sun set on them, for 

he is poor, and his life depends on them, lest he cry out to God about you, for this will be counted as a sin for you."     

- Deuteronomy 24:14-15 
 

      This verse is significant in that it recognize the essential imbalance of wealth and power between employer and 

employee. The texts underscore both the employer's power to rob the employee -- to commit wage theft -- and the 

employee's utter economic dependence on his or her wages. From these verses, we understand workers to be a      

protected category, economically vulnerable, perhaps similar to the widows, orphans and sojourners (strangers) 

whom the Torah also prohibits oppressing. 
 

      Significantly, the verses from Deuteronomy further include sojourners -- resident aliens, today's undocumented 

immigrant workers -- among the protected workers, thereby prohibiting us from discriminating between Jewish and 

non-Jewish workers (to wit, native-born and immigrant workers). 

     From the Biblical text, Jewish tradition derives a few general principles regarding a worker's right to fair        

treatment and to protection against wage theft: 
       

      First, workers are understood to be poor -- or without wealth, relying upon their daily income -- and thus         

vulnerable and deserving of social protections. How true this is in our time, with untold thousands of low-wage 

workers and the working poor utterly reliant upon meager wages for the survival of their families. 
   

   Secondly, both Jews and non-Jews -- that is, native born and immigrants -- are to be included in the category of 

protected workers. 
 

     Thirdly, the texts recognize the need for specific legislation to prevent the oppression of workers, and the theft of 

their wages by their employers. 
 

     These principles are coupled with Judaism's central prohibition of theft -- "You shall not steal" -- as enshrined in 

the Eighth of the Ten Commandments, the Aseret ha-Dibrot, which prohibits theft both as outright robbery and also 

in the form of unethical business practices such as denying or withholding an employee's wages. 
        

      In denying workers the fruits of their labor and their means of a livelihood and sustenance, wage theft constitutes 

theft in the most basic sense. For this reason, Jewish law and tradition strongly support Interfaith Worker Justice's 

campaign to end wage theft, to decisively bring to an end the ethical scandal that the pervasive practice of wage theft 

constitutes. 
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Scriptures Related to Wage Theft 
 

Leviticus 19:13 (NRSV) 
“You shall not defraud your neighbor; you shall 

not steal; and you shall not keep for yourself the 

wages of a laborer until morning.”   

 

Deuteronomy 24:14-15 (NRSV) 

“You shall not withhold the wages of poor and 

needy laborers, whether other Israelites or aliens 

who reside in your land in one of your towns. You 

shall pay them their wages daily before sunset, 

because they are poor and their livelihood depends 

on them; otherwise they might cry to 

the Lord against you, and you would incur guilt.” 

 

Jeremiah 22:13-17 (NRSV) 

“...Woe to him who makes his neighbors work for 

nothing, and does not give them their wages…”  

 

James 5:4 

“Listen! The wages of the laborers who mowed 

your fields, which you kept back by fraud, cry out, 

and the cries of the harvesters have reached the 

ears of the Lord of hosts.” 

 

 

Lord, when did I see you oppressed? 
Reflection on the lectionary gospel reading  

for Sunday, November 20th 
 

by Rev. Rebekah Gienapp, Workers Interfaith Network 

 

    Many Christian churches will celebrate Christ the King   

Sunday on November 20th The lectionary text for the day, Mat-

thew 25:31-46, gives us an opportunity to reflect on just what 

kind of a King Jesus is.  

    The rulers of this world often seek power and wealth for         

themselves. In Matthew 25, Jesus once again points toward the  

“upside down” kingdom of God. He does not ask the nations 

when they have amassed gold for him or gathered armies for 

battle. Instead he declares that our actions toward the most   

impoverished and vulnerable have actually been done to him.  

    In reading Jesus’ words about the hungry, thirsty, sick and        

imprisoned, we might assume Christ only asks us to meet the        

immediate needs of the poor. If we consider Matthew 25 in 

light of Jesus’ many other teachings about wealth, poverty, and 

injustice, we quickly see that providing comfort alone is not 

enough. 

     From Jesus’ announcement in Luke 4 that he has come to set 

at liberty those who are oppressed to his overturning of the              

moneychangers’ tables in the Temple, it is clear that the     

kingdom of God includes economic justice. It isn’t hard to    

imagine Jesus adding another criteria to his long list in         

Matthew 25. I can hear the nations asking him, “Lord, when did 

we see you oppressed, and we acted for justice for you?” Other 

nations might ask, “Lord when were you a victim of injustice, 

and we stayed silent?”  

     After all, hunger, poverty, and injustice are intimately          

connected. Seeking God’s kingdom means both feeding the 

poor and asking why they are hungry. And for many of our 

brothers and sisters, their hunger and poverty is through no 

fault of their own. Some cannot find work at all, or enough 

work to pay the bills. Others have worked hard, and have been 

taken advantage of by an employer who refuses to pay them. 

     There are few insults that sting as deeply as laboring for    

another person, and then not receiving the pay that has been 

promised to you.  While it is shocking, wage theft is not         

uncommon. Recent research suggests that as many as two out 

of three low-wage workers have been cheated out of some    

wages that are owed to them. 

     The bad news is that when people of faith and good will are     

silent, wage theft continues unchecked. 

     The good news is that when people of faith speak up with 

the victims of injustices like wage theft, bad employers are 

much less likely to get away with cheating their workers. This 

is another way that the church can feed the poor, in addition to 

our food pantries and soup kitchens. When wage theft is 

stopped, many of the hungry and naked can feed and clothe 

themselves through their own labor, as they desired to all along. 

Responsive Prayer 

We pray for those who toil under the promise of 

wages, later denied them by employers who prey 

on their vulnerability. 

 

God of justice, loosen the bonds of injustice. 

 

We pray for those workers who must struggle for 

their pay, under the threat of job loss,                

intimidation, and even violence. 

 

God of justice, loosen the bonds of injustice. 

 

We pray for employers who have victimized those 

who are most vulnerable. We pray that they may 

hear the cries of the victims of wage theft. 

 

We seek justice for workers. 

 

We rejoice in your commandments. We take your 

commandment “thou shalt not steal” into our 

hearts, and use it to guide our conscience and our 

action against those who steal from workers. 

 

God of justice, loosen the bonds of injustice. 


