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The people I love the best
jump into work head first
without dallying in the shallows
and swim off with sure strokes almost out of sight.
They seem to become natives of that element,
the black sleek heads of seals
bouncing like half submerged balls. 

I love people who harness themselves, an ox to a heavy cart,
who pull like water buffalo, with massive patience,
who strain in the mud and the muck to move things forward,
who do what has to be done, again and again.
I want to be with people who submerge
in the task, who go into the fields to harvest 
and work in a row and pass the bags along,
who stand in the line and haul in their places,
who are not parlor generals and field deserters
but move in a common rhythm
when the food must come in or the fire be put out. 

The work of the world is common as mud.
Botched, it smears the hands, crumbles to dust.
But the thing worth doing well done
has a shape that satisfies, clean and evident.
Greek amphoras for wine or oil,
Hopi vases that held corn, are put in museums
but you know they were made to be used.
The pitcher cries for water to carry
and a person for work that is real. 
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Poems like people some times take time to get to know and understand, this poem To be of Use, by Marge Piercy, is one I had read at my installation here, when we covenanted to move forward together. I chose to read it to you today and to build this sermon around it as well because I believe that this is what we are all longing for, to be of use, but also because sometimes we need to revisit ideas to keep us moving forward. 
We all want to be of use to our families, to our churches, to our communities and to our nations. And what better time to focus on the human calling to be of use than on a day when we mark the sacrifices of the few for the many, in times of war and peace, as they serve our nation in battle but also in times of natural and man made disasters. I like to believe that those who serve in our military do so to be of use, to offer themselves as agents of service on behalf of what they believe to be a greater good, and while I personally do not believe in or approve of the methods they are often required to employ I honor their calling to serve, to be of use for a greater good. 
As a minister and person of faith I have the same calling to serve, to be of use and to act on behalf of what I believe to be the greater good. I also believe that is in part why new members get involved in a church to be of use to a spiritual community which has offered them a place in which to wrestle with the difficult issues and ideas that they face in their daily living, a place which offers them safe haven from the hassles of the work a day world. I also believe that to be of use is at the heart of what each needs to feel valued and valuable, each us wants to give to others, each of us has to give back to such a community.

And while I know no one first joins a church to find a place in which they can participate in all church clean ups, or membership committee meetings, I do know that when people have become involved in a community those are some of the ways that they can be of use. Want I want to do today is ponder some other ways in which we might be of use, to ourselves, to one another, to our congregation and to the wider community simply by living our faith and by being of use to that faith. How do we live in ways, help our church to live in ways that leave the gentlest footprint in the earth, that embrace and heal and hold people through the dark night, how do we live those callings in isolation?
I find myself answering the call to be of use because I believe it is what must be done for me to feel good about myself but also to be a good person, to be a spiritually healthy and fulfilled. As a minister I look for ways in which to get people involved in the church so that they will make the connections that sustain them. When I met with the people who volunteered to be part of what we initially called our Gurus but are now calling our UU Buddy Network I asked them to think first of people who had helped them to feel at home in this church, helped them to feel connected to the church community they each had at least one name and some listed off several.
The second thing I asked them to do was to think of what activities they had gotten involved in that helped them feel more a part of the community and again they did not hesitate, there was something each of them could identify instantly, and in every case they named activities where they got to know more people, often times people they might otherwise not have started conversations with. This is how we embrace the stranger and turn them into friends we invite them in and we help them to become involved. This is one of the safest ways to help enrich the congregation but also to feel good about yourself, meet the stranger, ask what brought them here today…be of use, reach out and keep doing the painfully ordinary task of saying hello and welcome and meaning it, over and over again each time you encounter the stranger, and remember that you too were the stranger once, and were glad that someone had chosen to be of use.
My job as minister is to challenge each of you to be of use in ways that are sometimes safe and easy and sometimes challenging and pushing of your boundaries. When asked about his theology during an interview for a position in a large congregation one minister responded that his theology would depend on that of the congregation, you see he said whatever you are I will be the opposite, it is the only way I can really challenge you. That minister not only got the job he went on to be one of the most respected ministers in our movement. 
I would say however that that challenge is not limited to the minister it is one I give to all of you as well challenge one another, ask questions, get to know what your neighbor in the pew believes, feels, cares about and so on, you need not agree but you can be of use by pushing one another to think beyond your normal boundaries, and if by chance you find out that this person beside you believes exactly as you do you have found a friend and an ally, what harm can come of that.
But to be of use as Marge Piercy says is to plunge in head first for the person longs for work that is real. We are not toe dippers and we are not people who fill our lives with busy work just for the sake of filling time. We are people who long to make a difference to know our lives have purpose and meaning. The meaning, the challenge I give you today is to change the way you think of your church home and worship community. I want you to think of yourselves as recipients of a legacy and in turn to think of yourselves not just as the recipients but as the guardians of a legacy for future generations.The legacy you have received is Unitarian Universalism handed down from person to person, sheltered within their hearts and minds, kept safe within these four walls and others before them, as the keepers gathered time and again to share and blend, change and grow the faith welcoming in person after person year after year. 

What do you think of the legacy you have received? Are you privileged to be its recipient? What do you think of the wisdom of your predecessors, the ways in which they safeguarded, preserved, and enhanced this faith? This gift of faith is not always so tangible but what about the legacy of this place this building, the outreach and visibility in the community?

You are the next generation; you are the guardians of the legacy for all of the future generations. How might you be of use in making that legacy something more than what you received, how might you contribute to the enhancement of the legacy so that the future generations have even more than we did to be grateful for?

To me these questions, this view of ourselves as recipients of a legacy and at the same time guardians of the legacy for those yet to come, makes me want to stop thinking in terms of pennies and making ends meet for the moment, it makes me want to plan and explore all of the options all of the possibilities, to enhance what we have so that what we leave is something worthy of future generations respect and appreciation.
When I look around me there are aspects of this church that I am proud to have received when I came into this community, there are many others that remind me that people tend to think of themselves, and view things in terms of what matters in their own times. People tend not to take risks or plan for the long term. What if the cathedral builders of Europe thought only in terms of creating for the moment? Some times it took generations to complete a single building, what if they had never begun because it would take too long, or they personally would not reap the benefit? The same is true of the elderly man who plants fruit tree which will not bear fruit for more than twenty years, when asked he says I am planting it for may grandchildren, as my grandfather planted for me. The challenge I offer to you today is a challenge to make yourselves and your faith community of use to yourselves but to widen that circle and make yourselves of use to others in our own time and in times to come. 

Let us look at what it would mean to spread our faith by offering a warm welcome to new comers at the door and in the pew next to us now and for generations to come. Let us think in broad strokes and dream big dreams that they may someday come true. May we all find ways to be of use today and tomorrow and for a long time to come. Amen
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