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I was super excited when Rev. Julia asked me to preach today.  I was excited in part because I really 
enjoy preaching, and in part because today is May 1st and that’s one of my favorite holidays. It’s one of 
my favorite holidays because I am a graduate of Bryn Mawr College, and May Day is a REALLY big deal 
there.   

Bryn Mawr’s May Day has been re-imagined as a celebration of feminism and a day of rest and frivolity 
before finals begin. My favorite example of this re-imagining there is that at some point someone 
decided that if there was going to be a May-pole dance, with the ribbons and the tall poles and all, there 
also needed to be a may HOLE dance.   

SO the may pole dance was born. This involves everyone standing in a circle around a pink parachute 
covered in flowers. Toilet paper representing the “bonds of the patriarchy” is wrapped around the circle 
and tied together. Everyone chants “hey hey, ho ho, the patriarchy has got to go” and breaks through 
the toilet paper to run to the parachute and help throw the flower petals into the sky. Then everyone 
dances in circles to the sounds of a Dar Williams song for like half an hour.   

I bring this up not because it’s a funny story from my time at a women’s college, but because this 
holiday, May 1st, May Day, can be a time of re-imagining.  

Don’t worry, I’m not going to make you dance around a pink parachute. 

But on this first of May, so many of us are tired—tired and busy and worried—rather like college 
students the day before finals start.   

We need some re-imagining to get through the time ahead.  

And so many people are hungry for something fresh, something new, something that challenges 
tradition and the way things have been. You only have to pay attention to this election cycle to see how 
eager folk are to challenge what is established. 

It isn’t shocking that people are upset about the way things are.  

Just listen to some of the statistics about what is happening in this country: 

• The  amount  of  money  that  was  given  out  in  bonuses  on  Wall  Street  last  year  is              
twice the amount all minimum wage workers earned in the country combined.
• The wealthiest  66  people on  the  planet  have  more  money  than  the  poorest  3.5  
billion people combined.
• Since 1990, CEO compensation has increased by 300%. Corporate profits have 
doubled. The average worker’s salary has increased 4%. Adjusted for inflation, the national 
minimum wage has actually decreased.
• Wages, as a percent of the overall economy, have dropped to an historic low. 

These kind of statistics are hard for me wrap my mind around. They’re so obviously, ridiculously unfair.  



And it’s not like it’s this way everywhere around the world.  

In Sweden, for example, the big debate between the more conservative politicians and the more 
progressive is what the difference between CEOs and the minimum wage earners should earn. 
The conservatives hold that CEOs should be allowed to earn 7 to 1 what the average worker brings 
home, while the more progressive hold they should only be allowed to earn 5 to 1.    

In this country the average CEO earns about 204 times the amount the average worker earns, according 
the organization Glassdoor. The average CEO earns 204 times the amount the average worker makes.   

And if you compare, say, the average pay of a defense contract company CEO to the pay of a soldier 
with extra combat pay in our army, you end up with a ratio of 478 to 1.  478 to one.  

 OUCH. 

So those are a lot of numbers I just threw at you.  

I imagine some of you felt your eyes start to glaze over when I said the word statistics. 
And the truth is you know, from your own lives and the lives of those around you, just how hard things 
are right now.   

You know that even though the workers of the 19th century fought for an eight hour workday and won, 
that most people work way more than that. It's super normal to work 12 hour days, 60 hour weeks. 

You know that in most families both parents have to work at least one job each to make ends meet. 

You know all of us have had to run faster and faster just to stay where we are. 

It’s no wonder we’re tired! 

Even those of us who aren’t dealing with the stress of living in poverty, or the constant money worries 
of living from paycheck to paycheck, know things are tough. And MOST people who work these days in 
this country are living from paycheck to paycheck, only one calamity away from medical bankruptcy or 
something similar.   

Yet we also know it is hardest to be very poor. And thinking about all those statistics raises questions. 
What should we feel about all this? 

"[T]he appropriate emotion is shame," writes Barbara Ehrenreich in her book Nickel 
and Dimed, "shame at our own dependency,  in  this  case,  on  the  underpaid  labor  
of  others. The “working  poor,” as  they  are approvingly termed, are in fact the major 
philanthropists of our society, she writes. They neglect their own children so that the 
children of others will be cared for; they live in substandard housing so that other 
homes will be shiny and perfect; they endure privation so that inflation will be low and 
stock prices high. To be a member of the working poor is to be an anonymous donor, a 
nameless benefactor, to everyone else. . . ."  



If you haven’t read Nickel and Dimed, I recommend it. 

Ehrenreich is a journalist who wrote about the experience of going out and doing minimum wage labor, 
and how difficult it was to live on the money she earned.   

She also wrote about just how difficult the work itself was, noting that no job, no matter how lowly, is 
truly “unskilled.”  

 “Every one of the six jobs I entered into in the course of this project,” she wrote, “required 
concentration, and most demanded that I master new  terms,  new  tools,  and  new skills—from 
placing  orders  on restaurant  computers  to  wielding  the backpack vacuum cleaner.  

"None of these things came as easily to me as I would have liked. . . . Whatever  my  
accomplishments  in  the rest  of  my  life,  in  the  lowwage work  world I  was  a  person  of  
average ability—capable of learning the job and also capable of screwing up.” 

Of course, the skill required is rather beside the point.  

This is something that has become a hot topic lately, as across the country people have been fighting 
for an increase in the minimum wage. Folk who work at jobs such as licensed electrician are seeing 
people elsewhere in the country—people they often disdainfully call “burger flippers”—getting the 
same hourly wage they earn where they live.   

As a paramedic in Texas named Jens Rushing recently pointed out to his colleagues: 

 If any job is going to take up someone’s life, it deserves a living wage.  
If a job exists and you have to hire someone to do it, they deserve a living wage. End of story. 

This is why we got involved in the fight for fifteen in California. This is why we’re so excited that we 
recently WON the fight for fifteen in California! We will see a minimum wage increase here! YES!   

Yet the fifteen-dollar minimum wage increase will not be enough to end poverty and inequality in our 
country. It’ll help, but it’s not the end of the story 

We Unitarian Universalists are very concerned about poverty and inequality, and rightly so. We see the 
need to re-imagine.   

Some of you know that one of the hats I wear, in addition to serving as your Assistant Minister, is as part 
of the Unitarian Universalist Association’s Commission on Social Witness (I have a literal hat I wear, 
actually, with the abbreviation of CSW on it) 

One of the things I do as part of that commission is help shepherd something called “Congregational 
Study Action Issues.” These are a process that’s a bit long and complicated and I won’t go into detail on 



it right now. If you’re curious, please seek me out, because it’s cool stuff and I’m more than happy to 
talk about it! 

It’s worthwhile to know that delegates from our congregation will be voting on a new Congregational 
Study Action Issue this summer at the big General Assembly in Columbus Ohio.And it’s worth knowing 
that the Congregational Study Action Issue, or CSAI, that we voted on a couple years ago is one that is 
directly related to the service today. The issue chosen was “Economic Inequality”.   

Because, as the original text of that CSAI points out, “Challenging extreme inequality has now become a 
moral imperative” Challenging extreme inequality has now become a moral imperative. 

Congregations around the country have been studying up on this issue over the last couple of years, and 
I’ll be helping to craft a statement of conscience on it later this summer. The decision to focus on that 
topic did not come out of the blue. 

The issue of economic justice has long been a big deal for our religious tradition.  

As Rev. Aaron McEmrys, a Unitarian Universalist Minister and Labor Union Organizer points out, 
Unitarians and Universalists have been actively supporting justice for working people since the birth of 
our movement in America.  

William Ellery Channing, for example, was publicly supporting the “Workingman’s Associations” that 
were forbears to our present day labor unions as early as 1838. In case you haven’t heart of Channing, 
he was one of the most important early figures in American Unitarianism, sometimes called the Father 
of Unitarianism. He believed that all people are equally valuable children of God and that gross 
economic and social exploitation were standing in the way of working people realizing their full 
potential. Other important Unitarian and Universalist figures like Rev. Theodore Parker also began 
speaking out against economic exploitation and in support of the workingmen’s movement. 

And this solidarity with those striving to improve working condition, this concern about inequality and 
economic injustice, has been a thread in our tradition ever since. 

It is a thread because we are a religious tradition who holds that a better world, a better society, a 
better life in this life is possible. More than possible, it is something we must strive for. We must not get 
stuck in shame, we must go forward to do the work of making the world a better place.  

Rev. Martin Luther King Jr pointed out, before his assassination, “There is nothing but a lack of social 
vision to prevent us from paying an adequate wage to every American whether he [or she] is a hospital 
worker, laundry worker, maid, or day laborer.” 

Let us strive to create that social vision, to re-imagine and to joyfully seek for a better way.  

Our life is more than our work, and our work is more than our job.  

As the saying goes, we need bread, but we need roses too. 



So I invite you to look up that Congregational Study Action Issue, which you can find if you google “UUA” 
and “Escalating Inequality”.   

I invite you to read Nickel and Dimed, and similar texts and to seek out more information about poverty 
in the United States.   

And I invite you to join me now in the spirit of prayer and meditation. 

Spirit of life and of love, we lift up our voices today in hope and in sorrow. 
We grieve the unfairness of our economic system. 
We dream of a better tomorrow. 
A tomorrow that is more just 
More compassionate 
More restful 
We are weary 
Weary from too much work 
Weary of injustice 
Weary of feeling hopeless in the face of poverty and oppression 

May we find in this May Day some hope 
Some joy 
Some of the spirit of spring with all its creative potential 

On this Beltaine, may we find the rebirth we need 
The balm our aching hearts and bodies 
The inspiration our minds are searching for 

May we be the people that the world is waiting for 
The change that we seek 
The hope that comes marching in with this new month of may. 

And let us rest together in silence for a moment. 

Amen and blessed be.  




