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FIRST READING from Studs Terkel  
 
Work is about a search for daily meaning as well as daily bread, for recognition as well as cash, 
for astonishment rather than torpor; in short, for a sort of life rather than Monday- through- 
Friday sort of dying.   
 
 
SECOND READING   Soybeans   Thomas Alan Orr  
 
The October air was warm and musky, blowing  
Over brown fields, heavy with the fragrance  
Of freshly combined beans, the breath of harvest.  
 
He was pulling a truckload onto the scales  
At the elevator near the rail siding north of town  
When a big Cadillac drove up. A man stepped out,  
Wearing a three-piece suit and a gold pinky ring.  
The man said he had just invested a hundred grand  
In soybeans and wanted to see what they looked like.  
 
The farmer stared at the man and was quiet, reaching  
For the tobacco in the rear pocket of his jeans,  
Where he wore his only ring, a threadbare circle rubbed  
By working cans of dip and long hours on the backside  
Of a hundred acre run. He scooped up a handful  
Of small white beans, the pearls of the prairie, saying:  
 
Soybeans look like a foot of water on the field in April  
When you're ready to plant and can't get in;  
Like three kids at the kitchen table  
Eating macaroni and cheese five nights in a row,  
Or like a broken part on the combine 
Or like a broken part on the combine when  
Your credit with the implement dealer is nearly tapped.  
 
Soybeans look like prayers bouncing off the ceiling  
When prices on the Chicago grain market start to drop;  
Or like your old man's tears when you tell him  
How much the land might bring for subdivisions.  
Soybeans look like the first good night of sleep in weeks  
When you unload at the elevator and the kids get Christmas.  
 
He spat a little juice on the tire of the Cadillac,  
Laughing despite himself and saying to the man:  
Now maybe you can tell me what a hundred grand looks like.  
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THIRD READING  
Richard Blanco, from his poem, One Today, the poem for President Obama’s second 
inauguration. 
 
One sun rose on us today, kindled over our shores, 
peeking over the Smokies, greeting the faces 
of the Great Lakes, spreading a simple truth 
across the Great Plains, then charging across the Rockies. 
One light, waking up rooftops, [and] under each one, a story… 
 
My face, your face, millions of faces in morning’s mirrors, 
each one yawning to life…  
 
[to] pencil-yellow school buses,   
…Silver trucks heavy with oil or paper, bricks or milk,  
teeming over highways alongside us, 
on our way to clean tables, read ledgers, or save lives— 
to teach geometry, or ring-up groceries as my mother did 
for twenty years, so I could write this poem. 
All of us as vital as the one light we move through… 
 
Many prayers, but one light 
breathing color into stained glass windows… 
 
One ground. Our ground, rooting us to every stalk 
of corn, every head of wheat sown by sweat 
and hands, hands gleaning coal or planting windmills 
in deserts and hilltops that keep us warm, hands 
digging trenches, routing pipes and cables, hands 
as worn as my father’s cutting sugarcane 
so my brother and I could have books and shoes. 
 
The dust of farms and deserts, cities and plains 
mingled by one wind—our breath. Breathe. Hear it 
through the day’s gorgeous din of honking cabs, 
buses launching down avenues, the symphony 
of footsteps, guitars, and screeching subways, 
the unexpected song bird on your clothes line. 
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Hear: squeaky playground swings, trains whistling, 
or whispers across café tables.  
Hear: the doors we open 
for each other all day, saying:  
hello 
shalom 
buon giorno  
howdy  
namaste  
or buenos días in the language my mother taught me—in every language 
spoken into one wind carrying our lives … as these words break from my lips. 
 
One sky, toward which we sometimes lift our eyes 
tired from work: some days guessing at the weather 
of our lives, some days giving thanks for a love 
that loves you back, sometimes praising a mother 
who knew how to give, or forgiving a father 
who couldn’t give what you wanted. 
 
We head home: through the gloss of rain or weight 
of snow, or the plum blush of dusk, but always—home, 
always under one sky, our sky. And always one moon 
like a silent drum tapping on every rooftop 
and every window, of one country—all of us— facing the stars… 
 
 
 
 
Bread and Roses   
I knew a colleague once, now dead who, when I met him first, was already very old, maybe 90, 
maybe more.  He owned a little cabin in Maine that Ross and I rented every summer for a week, 
when we were living in New England.  Somehow it came out, but not in the first year, that Clive 
(the owner) had been a minister, a Unitarian minister.  He let this slip one day, and I think it was 
another year at least before he told his story.   
 
Over several summers, a week at a time, we learned that Clive grew up in Nova Scotia in a 
mining family, very poor.  Somehow he went to Harvard for his divinity degree, and he took his 
first church (his only church) in the middle of the 1930’s, on the tail end of the Great Depression, 
in Gardner, Massachusetts.  One day  the wealthiest member of his congregation paid a visit, and 
said he knew Clive was letting union organizers hold meetings in the church basement.  He said, 
“I’m the biggest donor to this church.  I’m the biggest donor to every church in this  town.  There 
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will be no unions.”  But Clive held a meeting anyway the next Saturday night, and on Sunday 
after church he was fired.  
 
He spent the next 50 years in California, organizing migrant workers (black, white, Mexican).   
He mentored a promising young organizer named Cesar Chavez there.  Sometimes he was 
arrested; more than one time he was beaten. Through it all, he held onto his preaching outfit: 
black suit, black hat, and his pulpit robe, so when he came into a new town he could be among 
the workers without raising the suspicions of authorities.  He was just “the preacher,” and he did 
preside through the years over many christenings and marriages, and funerals for poor people 
with no place they could go.   
 
We met him decades later on a lake in Maine, and when we asked one time what line of work 
he’d been in, the first thing he said was, “I was a Unitarian minister.”  even though he’d served a 
church for less than a year. 
 
I was in my first congregation, all chipper and new, and I said, “I am, too!  I’m a minister too!  
Unitarian Universalist, just like you!”  And Clive just looked straight ahead; he stared out over 
the water said “Uh huh,” which did not feel like an affirmation.  Then, after a long while, as if he 
hadn’t heard me, or hadn’t understood, or in his great old age had somehow forgotten what I’d 
just told him, he turned said, “So what kinda work do you do?”   
 
He had heard me, but it was meaningless to him because what I’d told spoke nothing of my work 
in the world or my calling in this life. To just say, “I’m a minister,” Unitarian or whatever, was 
to give him a title and a label but it told him nothing about what I love, what I care about, what 
kind of courage I could muster up, what risks I might take, what I give my life and heart and soul 
to, what I think justice means, or compassion, or service.   
 
So what kinda work do you do?  How do you make your living?  How are you making your life?  
How is your paid job the same as or different from your calling, from your vocation, from the 
real work you are here to do in this real world?  Who measures the worth of your work? By what 
currency?  The questions persist, whether you’re employed or unemployed or retired. 
 
My father was a public school teacher; my mother worked through most of my childhood as a 
clerk in a department store.  At mid-century, in mid-life, they were solidly middle class.  But it 
was not always so. Before he was a teacher, he’d been a door-to-door insurance salesman, and 
before that he went to college and then grad school on the GI Bill, and before that, before the 
war, he’d grown up like Clive, in the Depression, in a kind of deadly poverty he preferred not to 
talk about. As a teacher, when I knew him, he was always active in the teachers’ union. I 
remember they were on strike at least twice when I was growing up, and one of those times, in 
the 1970’s, did not involve a local contract issue: the teachers in New York walked out in 
solidarity with the United Farm Workers in California.   Looking back, I think he felt a sense of 
solidarity with the despair of his childhood, a lifelong kinship with every economic underdog.  
 
When I was 15 I had my first job working as a cashier in the A&P supermarket where I was 
proud to join the union.  We actually had to join (it was a closed shop) but I was proud to do it 
and to carry the card of the Amalgamated Butchers and Meat Cutters of America which bound 
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me by my dues and by my pledge not only to the actual  butchers in the back room with their 
bloody aprons and their cigar  dripping ashes in the meat, but also to the long history of the labor 
movement, which is a proud American history, from the origins of May Day in Chicago to the 
origins of Occupy Wall Street.  This is the noble history of the people who brought us the 
weekend, the end to child labor, and the dignified beauty of an eight-hour day.    
 
We’ve drifted far from the romantic hey-day of organized labor: American workers put in more 
hours than anyone in Europe, and our unions are diminished in numbers, in reputation and in 
clout.  But the old dreams are still before us (perhaps most palpably in the voices of very young 
voters – millennials – who are championing Bernie Sanders and his clarity about the power of 
corporations and the power of the rest of us).  Despite the candidates, May Day is a good 
moment to ask the old questions about livelihood and living, dignity and work.  
 
You know that the Federal minimum wage stills stands at $7.25 an hour, which is $290 for a 40 
hour week, or less than $1500 a month.  Many states, including ours, pay more, and many more 
do not.   The Federal minimum for tipped jobs is $2.13 an hour, and fast food executives will tell 
you that’s good money with the tips, but it is not.  One politician wrote, “No business which 
depends for existence on paying less than living wages to its workers has any right to continue in 
this country.  By living wages, I mean more than a bare subsistence level – I mean the wages of a 
decent living.”   That was Franklin Roosevelt, in 1933, and he was not a socialist.  
 
One historian says that the history of May Day in America is both a green story and a red story.  
The green story goes back thousands of years to the Celtic rite of Beltane in the greening spring, 
a festival of fertility and abundance and wanton, flagrant gratitude and frolic.  From Beltane 
came the May Pole and the May Queen and flowers left on door steps, and traces of it echo in the 
May Day we know now as International Worker’s Day, in the unequivocal arithmetic of the 
IWW, the International Workers of the World.  In the late 19th century they made a radical 
demand to cut the average work day just about in half, from what was often and routinely a 
required 16 hours down to eight a day, and eight hours of rest, and eight hours of what they 
called “play.”  This is what they meant by “bread and roses,” the slogan that was coined around 
this time.  “Hearts starve as well as bodies,” they said, “Give us bread, and give us roses.”  
 
The red story of right livelihood continues the green story of glad living, the red story so-named 
because there was a time, in the late 19th and very early 20th century, when you could be an out-
loud Socialist in America and even a Communist (when that ideal was still an ideal and had not 
been overtaken by brutality).  International Workers Day on May 1st was first celebrated to honor 
American workers hanged in Chicago in 1887 for a riot they may not have started. There were 
huge demonstrations there, and elsewhere, hundreds of thousands of workers marching in cities 
and small towns. Populist, progressive, in some places the movement was interracial in a time 
when nothing else was, in some places welcoming women leaders, in a time when nowhere else 
did.  Business leaders and veterans groups become alarmed enough to press Congress to 
establish an official “Labor Day” way off in September and to rename the first of May 
“Americanization Day,” and later “Loyalty Day,” while elsewhere in the world (everywhere in 
the world) May Day still remembers American workers who died in common cause with workers 
internationally – ordinary people doing ordinary jobs and standing up for one another’s interests, 
not only for their own.   It does sound now like a suspiciously un-American idea.  
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I love the line from Studs Terkel, who in his famous book, Working, interviewed more than 80 
uncommon people doing common jobs:  “Work is about a search for daily meaning as well as 
daily bread, for recognition as well as cash, for astonishment rather than torpor; in short, for a 
sort of life rather than Monday- through- Friday sort of dying.”   
 
Richard Blanco reminds us, in his poem for the inauguration, that we are all connected by the 
work of our hands and the work of our hearts:  
 
One sun rose on us today, kindled over our shores, 
[and wakened us to] 
 
pencil-yellow school buses,   
…Silver trucks heavy with oil or paper, bricks or milk,  
teeming over highways alongside us, 
on our way to clean tables, read ledgers, or save lives— 
to teach geometry, or ring-up groceries as my mother did 
for twenty years, so I could write this poem. 
All of us as vital as the one light we move through… 
 
One ground. Our ground, rooting us to every stalk 
of corn, every head of wheat sown by sweat 
and hands, hands gleaning coal or planting windmills 
in deserts and hilltops that keep us warm, hands 
digging trenches, routing pipes and cables, hands 
as worn as my father’s cutting sugarcane 
so my brother and I could have books and shoes. 
 
…One sky, toward which we sometimes lift our eyes 
tired from work: some days guessing at the weather 
of our lives, some days giving thanks … 
 
By our own work and by our abject need for the good work well-done of other people – we are 
still bound in solidarity each to each and each to all.  
 
Sometimes on long road trips, or in waiting rooms, I play a game: I like to try to list all the 
surnames I can think of that have old jobs buried in them. These are mostly English names, 
though it works, I’m sure, in other languages.  Think of all the people you know about whose 
ancestors or in-laws you know a little something, just by knowing their names:  Mr. Baker.  Ms. 
Brewer.  John Taylor.  Jane Carpenter.   
 
Bowman, archer, hunter, tanner, collier, carter, cartwright, cooper, sawyer, thatcher, joiner, 
plumber, ferrier, carrier, falconer, fisher, fowler, gardener, draper, potter, porter, shepherd, 
scribner, marshal, miller, smith.  
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These are common names, not noble titles.  (Only a few people are named King, or Prince.) 
These names are occupations, records of community relationship. These names are an 
etymological archeology of the value and legacy of labor.  They are evidence of an ancient 
economic interdependence.  
 
There are connections still.  Bernice Johnson Reagon, musician and historian, asks in a lyric, 
“Are My Hands Clean?”  and calls out a kind of interdependence we might rather not 
acknowledge. She writes in a song: 
 
I wear garments touched by hands from all over the world  
35% cotton, 65% polyester, the journey begins in Central America  
In the cotton fields of El Salvador  
In a province soaked in blood,  
Pesticide-sprayed workers toil in a broiling sun  
Pulling cotton for two dollars a day.  
Then we move on up to another rung—Cargill  
A top-forty trading conglomerate, takes the cotton through the Panama Canal  
Up the Eastern seaboard, coming to the US of A for the first time  
In South Carolina  
At the Burlington mills  
Joins a shipment of polyester filament courtesy of the New Jersey petro-chemical mills of Dupont  
…strands of filament begin in the South American country of Venezuela  
Where oil riggers bring up oil from the earth for six dollars a day  
Then Exxon, largest oil company in the world,  
Upgrades the product in the country of Trinidad and Tobago  
Then back into the Caribbean and Atlantic Seas  
To the factories of Dupont … 
factories hum with the business of weaving oil and cotton into miles of fabric for Sears  
Who takes this bounty back into the Caribbean Sea Headed for Haiti this time—May she be one 
day soon free—  
Far from the Port-au-Prince palace  
Third world women toil doing piece work to Sears specifications  
For three dollars a day my sisters make my blouse  
It leaves the third world for the last time  
Coming back into the sea to be sealed in plastic for me  
And I go to the Sears department store where I buy my blouse  
On sale for 20% discount  
Are my hands clean? 
 
[Are My Hands Clean? Lyrics and music by Bernice Johnson Reagon. Songtalk Publishing Co. 
1985 Performed by Sweet Honey in the Rock. Sweet Honey in the Rock, Live at Carnegie Hall] 
 
There’s the cunning of the global market economy, upon which we all depend and in which we 
are inextricably complicit; there’s the cunning of the global market economy, and there is the 
wisdom of the commonwealth, which teaches a different economics and an older, deeper 
interdependence.  We live within them both.  We may not choose to demonstrate or march or 
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even lobby for the $15 minimum wage increase, but we make other choices every day, a 
thousand choices every day, to fuel the mighty machine.  
 
This spring and summer, Mahtomedi is continuing a big public works project, replacing old 
sewer lines and water mains.  From seven in the morning till who knows when there are workers 
everywhere – sewer people, water people, surveyors, engineers, arborists to take down trees that 
may be in the way, construction workers, people drilling, ripping up asphalt and hauling it away, 
and an awesome team of ombuds-people or social workers or therapists – I don’t know who they 
are, the other end of the phone – to calm the citizenry, answer our questions and not only put us 
at ease with the disruption, but make us glad to pay for it.  They really do an amazing job – in 
some cases a back-breaking, grubby, stressful, job.  
 
Now throughout our neighborhood there runs a network of blue and yellow plastic pipes, to carry 
water to our houses when the main lines will be turned off next week. Suddenly, the connections 
once invisible, buried underground, are everywhere apparent, and our houses are visibly joined 
by these thin plastic pipes.  I forget sometimes how much I really like running water, hot and 
cold, and suddenly my dependency, which is a kind of vulnerability, is completely exposed. The 
temporary pipes reveal our interconnectedness with our neighbors (whom we may not even 
know), with the workers who probably don’t live, themselves, in this expensive city; 
interconnectedness with the land itself, and the sources of our water. This could be a good 
summer to follow the tracery of these pipes, so easy now to do, to where our water actually 
comes from, and to ask “where does our waste water – so much it wasted- actually go?”  I’m 
trying to remember to look at these ugly pipes with deepest gratitude for the ingenuity and the 
skill of the workers who are laying them down.  I’m trying to think about Flint, Michigan, and 
the miracle of clear water, and how important it is that every one of us go to work every day and 
do our jobs as honestly and uprightly as we can.  whether we’re butchers or bakers or state 
legislators or environmental regulators.  I look at this unfamiliar lattice-work of piping and 
ditches, and I see the interweaving of labor, land, race and privilege, commonwealth and 
common ground, the complex infrastructure of an interactive, living economy.    
 
What kinda work do you do?   What work are we doing, to expose and rebuild all the fragile 
bonds of right relation?    
 
Frederick Beuchner, novelist and minister, writes of solidarity:  
  
Our lives flow into each other as wave flows into wave, and unless there is peace and joy and 
freedom for you, there can be no real peace or joy or freedom for me.  Unless we live for each 
other and in and through each other, we do not really live very well... There really can be no life 
[good life] unless there is, in just this sense, love.  
 
Our work is the work of love.  
 
silence 
 
Words in closing are from Praise Song for the Day:  A Poem for Barack Obama’s Presidential 
Inauguration  by Elizabeth Alexander.    
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Each day we go about our business, 
walking past each other, catching each other’s 
eyes or not, about to speak or speaking. 
 
All about us is noise. All about us is 
noise and bramble, thorn and din, each 
one of our ancestors on our tongues.  
 
Someone is stitching up a hem, darning 
a hole in a uniform, patching a tire, 
repairing the things in need of repair. 
 
Someone is trying to make music somewhere, 
with a pair of wooden spoons on an oil drum,  
with cello, boom box, harmonica, voice. 
 
A woman and her son wait for the bus. 
A farmer considers the changing sky. 
A teacher says, Take out your pencils. Begin. 
 
We encounter each other in words, words 
spiny or smooth, whispered or declaimed, 
words to consider, reconsider. 
 
We cross dirt roads and highways that mark 
the will of some one and then others, who said 
I need to see what’s on the other side. 
 
I know there’s something better down the road. 
We need to find a place where we are safe. 
We walk into that which we cannot yet see. 
  
Say it plain: that many have died for this day. 
Sing the names of the dead who brought us here, 
who laid the train tracks, raised the bridges,  
 
picked the cotton and the lettuce, built 
brick by brick the glittering edifices 
they would then keep clean and work inside of. 
 
Praise song for struggle, praise song for the day. 
Praise song for every hand-lettered sign,  
the figuring-it-out at kitchen tables. 
 
Some live by love thy neighbor as thyself, 
others by first do no harm or take no more 
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than you need. What if the mightiest word is love? 
 
Love beyond marital, filial, national, 
love that casts a widening pool of light, 
love with no need to pre-empt grievance. 
 
In today’s sharp sparkle, this winter air, 
any thing can be made, any sentence begun. 
On the brink, on the brim, on the cusp, 
 
praise song for walking forward in that light. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


