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Doing Worthwhile 

Delivered to Olympic UU Fellowship by Joseph Bednarik on January 23, 2022 

 

Good morning! I hope everyone is successfully navigating and negotiating the daily pandemic 

obstacle course.  

Since we last saw each other, one of my twin daughters caught covid and my other daughter’s 

sweetie, who is in the Coast Guard, also caught covid while on a mission. Thankfully, both cases 

were mild, and both breathers are on the mend.  

Meanwhile, my wife has been engaged in intense dialogue with a close-in family member—a 

beloved person in their mid-70s, who is a politically liberal PhD scientist, retired from a research 

position at a large University—who refuses to get vaccinated.   

Refuses.  

To be sure, they know that the pandemic is real, they just don’t trust the science behind the 

vaccine, nor do they trust the government’s public messaging, and they are generally suspicious 

of mainstream media. They are living with their unvaxxed spouse in a state of self-imposed 

exile, losing friends over their stance and frustrating family members who cannot believe they 

would be so rash.  

Never mind that as an older person they are in a high-risk demographic, as the data show. 

This year, like last year, no visits, no traveling for Thanksgiving dinner, no in-person sharing of 

traditional Christmas rituals.  Maybe next year. Or the next… Or never. 

This self-imposed vax-less exile is in stark contrast to my wife, who is vaxxed and boosted, who 

closely tracks our local case rates, and who understands in her bones that getting a vaccine is 

simultaneously a personal choice and an act of deep caring about the community at large. No 

amount of rational argument or emotional pleading has convinced our unvaxxed family member 

to get the so-called “Fauci Ouchie,” and the latest round of dialogue has been the sharing, 

reading, and discussion of a personal essay from an independent researcher in South Africa who 

claims to be following the science and is also highly skeptical about covid vaccinations.  
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My wife has essentially given up trying to convince this person—our loved one—and with that 

“giving up” comes—for me… I’ll own it—the intense mental vision of this person getting sick, 

getting seriously sick, and me having a difficult time calling forth any genuine sympathy. 

Concern, certainly. Willing to help in whatever way I can, absolutely.  Sympathy? Not so 

much… Sort of like hearing that the lifelong smoker finally got their cancer diagnosis we all 

knew was destined to arrive at some point. 

And I am not proud to say this, but I can imagine myself feeling a deep sense of injustice if our 

unvaxxed family member gets hooked up to the last ventilator within 200 miles while some fully 

vaxxed and boosted mother of twin toddlers dies on a gurney in the hospital hallway. 

My guess is that we all have similar stories: Our personal management of the pandemic, our 

family’s management of the pandemic, trying to assess the science and media reports, our 

attempts to confront malaise and ignorance, stubbornness and stupidity, the honest wonderment 

as to whether the stupidity is our own… and of course our own frustration and anger, simmering 

and otherwise—whether we choose to be vaxxed or not—all leading to existential wonderments 

about how this pandemic will play out.  

Which is to say:  We are all currently living our lives within a global pandemic that is both 

personal a public, and as this pandemic drags into its third year, we realize that our lives are 

composed of time. 

At the end of the day—no pun intended—all we have is time.  

And by living our lives within the insidious threat of a global pandemic—and facing the cold 

reality that at of beginning of 2022, over 5.4 million people around the world—and over 800,000 

Americans—have had their time end because of the pandemic—many of us have become 

viscerally aware of time.  

There is every reason on Earth to become deeply, fiercely, wonderfully aware of time. And truth 

be told, there has always been every reason on Earth to be keenly aware of time, though living 

within a pandemic has effectively catalyzed the process.  

Case in point:  The so-called “Great Resignation.” According to a recently aired segment on 60 

Minutes, twenty million Americans left their jobs in the second half of 2021. An economist who 
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works at the social media platform LinkedIn said, quote: “People have been living to work for a 

very long time. And I think the pandemic brought that moment of reflection for everyone. ‘What 

do I wanna do? What makes my heart sing?’ And people are thinking, ‘If not now, then when?’" 

Which gracefully segues into an email I received on Winter Solstice, that darkest day of the year 

which also promises with astronomical certainty that more light is coming each and every day. 

This is from someone I’ve known for over thirty years. They are in the mid-70s and live near 

Philadelphia: 

“I don’t know about you,” the email begins, “but I am too often finding myself to be unhappy 

about my own future. I have—according to my genetic background and the medical world we all 

live in now—a good while to continue living in this world (probably about 20 years at least), and 

I don’t want those years to be for nought. But, at the moment, I am not doing anything 

worthwhile.” 

It’s important to note that that phrase “I am not doing anything worthwhile” was bolded in the 

email.  

To return to my friend’s words:  “I wish I could return to the classroom (even the elementary-

school one where I started), but that would not be a good thing for anyone. I think I am just too 

far from what kids expect [and] need now. (Let me know if you disagree.) But I don’t want to 

spend the next 20 years just hanging out and doing nothing of any value to society at large.  

So I am writing to pretty much everyone I know to see whether you have any useful ideas. I 

volunteer now at Meals on Wheels and Carpenters’ Hall, but I would like to feel more useful… 

there must be many more good ways to spend my time.  

So I am writing to pretty much everyone I know to ask for ideas…. When I have heard from 

enough people to have something useful to say, I will probably write again to tell you about the 

ideas that have been sent. Cheers.” 

For the past month, I’ve been giving my friend’s email a lot of thought, though I have yet to 

respond. Like a prayer bead, I turned the word “worthwhile” over and over, finally hearing the 

obvious welding job, the fusion of two distinct words, “worth” and “while,” “value” and “period 

of time.” I realize it’s a small point, and I understand if you are underwhelmed by this, though I 
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to admit to a similar “a-ha” moment when I realized that “community” was made up of 

“common” and “unity.”   

When you want your life to be worthwhile, you are longing to have your time, your life, be of 

value. And my friend’s email clearly stated that they want what they are doing in their life to be 

worthwhile to the “common unity” when they state, “I don’t want to spend the next twenty years 

just hanging out and doing nothing of any value to society at large.” 

I was hoping that writing and delivering this sermon would help me figure something out… And 

what frequently happens to me, when I begin thinking about an issue or feeling my way through 

an emotional labyrinth, when I start worrying words like a prayer bead, the world starts sending 

me messages.  

I trust this happens to some if not most of you.  

And wouldn’t you know, shortly after receiving my friend’s email, with the bolded statement, “I 

am not doing anything worthwhile” I received what I considered sign: I was invited to a 

private “pre-sale” of an estate sale for a psychologist who was recently admitted to a memory-

care facility.  

At this sale, on a table that held kitchenware and Scrabble games, binoculars and needle-nose 

pliers, was a vintage Swiss stopwatch. I recognized it instantly as a piece of art: Old-school. 

Analog. In perfect condition. Felt great in the hand. Fantastic typography on the numerals. I 

wound it a bit, engaged the mechanism, and held the watch to my ear. There was the very 

recognizable tick-tock-tick-tock-tick-tock… and it was the best five bucks I’ve spent so far in 

2022! 

Once at home, I started keeping the stopwatch in my office, visible and within arm’s reach. This 

entire sermon was composed with the stopwatch ticking away. 

I’m deeply satisfied when I wind the watch, feeling the racheted clicking and the necessary 

tension, imagining the inner workings of minute springs and sprockets and fly-wheels, and 

hearing the tell-tale ticking. The second-hand sweeping around and around the large dial and the 

minute hand marking time within a smaller dial…and I’ve noticed that, throughout my workday, 
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sometimes the ticking is audible, though often it fades away from my awareness when I’m 

engaged in a task.  

This gorgeous stopwatch, from the estate of a PhD psychologist whose memory is calving like a 

melting glacier, became a talisman as I tried to figure out how to respond to my friend.  

Because my friend’s email is all about value and time—usefulness and life—and calls forth the 

cold realities, deep mysteries, and profound personal relationships we all have with time.And this 

talisman stopwatch has one profoundly motivating and clarifying power:  It reminds you that 

time ceaselessly moves in one direction, which brings to mind the chorus from the Steve Miller 

Band’s song “Fly Like an Eagle”:  “Time keeps on slipping, slipping, slipping into the future…” 

And so with the second hand sweeping around the dial, with the ticking audible to various 

degrees, I admire how my friend is reaching out to his “common unity” with vulnerability to 

crowd-source ideas. It is a brave act to send a mass email with the honest assessment, bolded for 

emphasis:  “I am not doing anything worthwhile,” and then articulate specific volunteer 

activities that they are engaged in—delivering meals to elderly people and serving as a docent at 

a history museum—and then the statement, “I would like to feel more useful.” 

“I would like to feel more useful.” 

What longing there is in that sentence. 

And when I read that part of the letter, I thought immediately of Marge Piercy’s famous poem 

“To Be of Use.” When I finally do respond in writing to my friend, I know this poem will be part 

of the response. 

“To Be of Use,” by Marge Piercy 

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. 
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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 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. 

 

And so with a pitcher crying for water, and a friend searching for work that is real,  

we have as of yet: no crisp list of options, no organizations where one can volunteer one’s time, 

no complicated problems that their particular genius can solve, no practical advice or guidance.  

 

In fact, upon careful review, my friend’s email did not ask for advice or guidance, they asked for 

ideas. The reason we have no practical advice or options is because the question—at bedrock— 

is more spiritual than practical….  And I have a great suspicion that my friend does not want to 

hear this, though I will say it anyway. 
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So to close, and in preparation for sending my friend the response they are asking for: 

 

Idea number one:   

 

Think back over your life and recollect the books and movies, the songs and plays, the statues 

and paintings where you have had a strong emotional reaction: Joy, anger, sorrow, tears. Where 

you were moved—emotionally—beyond your fencing brain to a place where your heart cracked 

wide open. What on Earth was going on here?  If you are uncomfortable with this exercise and 

wish to dismiss the notion out of hand, you’re exactly where you need to be. What does this 

information tell you about yourself, and how can you use this information to help guide you 

toward real work that provides worth to your while.  

 

Idea number two:   

 

Do yourself a favor and read Ross Gay’s glorious The Book of Delights at least twice, once front 

to back and then once back to front. And then, for fun, a third forever-time opening the book 

randomly at odd times. It’s a breezy and profound reading experience. Do yourself another favor 

and mark up the pages, jot notes, starring and underling and exclamation- pointing to your 

heart’s content, right there on the pages.  The experience will ground you in the real world with 

an eye toward gratitude and appreciation.  You might consider starting Gay’s simple practice for 

yourself:  Writing down, each day, some specific thing that you were grateful for or, as the jacket 

copy reads, recording “the small joys we often overlook in our busy lives.”  

 

There are huge and vastly complicated problems in the world that you will never solve. Making a 

practice of saying hello to the small joys can be deeply nourishing. 

 

Idea number three:   

 

Savor the impossible miracle of your very existence.  There is no mathematical reason why you 

should be here, and yet here you are.  The same holds true for the elderly woman for whom you 

deliver meals in your service with “Meals on Wheels.”  Together, you are two impossible 
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miracles linked in a common unity of a hot meal. What you are doing here is one of the simplest, 

most invisible, and loving acts imaginable.  

 

My guess is that you deliver meals to some of the loneliest people on Earth who are closer than 

they would like to The Void. Their sweeping second hand is very near to stopping and they will 

soon be not here forever.  While their hand is still warm, take it into yours and listen to a story or 

two—truly listen.  There is so much worth in that while. 

 

When her story ends and a bit of silence enters the room perhaps you will feel brave 

and share with this grand-beautiful-hungry-widow something you witnessed just a few minutes 

ago on the way to her apartment. You registered this scene because you are reading a book called 

The Book of Delights, and you are starting to see things like this all around: 

 

A crossing guard in a reflector vest stopped traffic so that a giggling gaggle of little kids could 

safely cross a busy street.  Yours was the first car in growing line of stopped traffic and rather 

than being annoyed about being impeded upon your way, you watched this scene of common 

unity, amazed and grateful at seeing—truly seeing—the crossing guard doing work that is real. 

 

Amen 
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Doing Worthwhile  

A friend in their 70’s, a former elementary school teacher, recently sent an email to everyone 

they know requesting help. “At the moment,” they wrote, “I am not doing anything worthwhile,” 

and then asked for ideas. They shared some of their volunteer activities, and then said “there 

must be MANY more good ways to spend my time.” This Sunday we offer a public response to a 

mass email, explore the meaning of “worthwhile,” and brainstorm a few things that need doing.  


