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ALIVE TOGETHER WITH YOU 
 

A meditation by Galen Guengerich 
All Souls NYC Online 

Sunday, August 23, 2020 
 

 
Several weeks ago, a friend of mine living on the West Coast sent me an email 

with a video attached — for your gratitude bank, he said.  
The video begins, “Imagine you were born in 1900. When you are 14, World War 

I begins and ends when you’re 18, with 22 million dead. Soon after, the Spanish 
influenza appears, killing 50 million people. The pandemic ends when you’re 20 years 
old — and you are still alive.  

When you’re 29, the video continues, the collapse of the New York Stock 
Exchange marks the beginning of a global economic collapse, leading to a decade of 
unprecedented unemployment, hunger, and deprivation. When you’re 33, Adolf Hitler 
seizes power in Germany. World War II begins when you’re 39 and ends when you’re 45, 
leaving 60 million dead, including 6 million Jews in the Holocaust. The Korean War 
begins when you are 52, and the Vietnam War begins when you are 64 and ends when 
you are 75. 

Children born in 1985, the video goes on to say, think the suffering and 
deprivation of the current global pandemic and economic downturn is something new — 
of which their parents and grandparents know nothing. But previous generations did 
know hardship, the video concludes. They persisted and endured nonetheless — and 
never lost their love of life and joy of living. 

In her poem titled “Alive Together,” the Pulitzer Prize-winning contemporary 
American poet Lisel Mueller points out that our chances of being alive with each other 
today are statistically nonexistent. “The odds against us are endless,” she says. “I 
might’ve been alive with anyone under the sun.” She continues: I might’ve been the 
whore of a Renaissance pope, or a peasant wife with not enough food and not enough 
love, with my children dead of the plague. I might have been weeping in my master’s bed 
for my husband, who was exchanged for a mule, or my daughter, who was lost in a 
drunken bet. I might’ve been a useless girl-child left to die on a cliff. 

But none of those things happened, she says, which is nothing short of a marvel 
— the marvel that I am alive together with you.  

For my part, I feel the same — grateful for the marvel of being alive together with 
you. Today in particular, my gratitude derives from a couple of sources. 

First, I’m grateful for the marvel of being alive together with you in the time of 
COVID. I realize that the virus has infected more than 5.5 million people in the US and 
more than 23 million worldwide, and that more than 175,000 people in the US and 
800,000 people worldwide have died. That’s a vast toll, especially since many of the 
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infections and most of the deaths have been unnecessary, the foreseeable consequence 
of political perversity and governmental ineptitude.  

Even so, I would rather be alive together with you in the time of COVID than in 
the time of the flu epidemic that began in 1918, which killed 50 million people, or the 
bubonic plague in the mid-fourteenth century, which killed upwards of half the people 
in Europe, or the bubonic plague of the mid-sixth century, which killed upwards of one-
third of the people in the eastern Mediterranean. The medical resources and expertise 
that have been and will be deployed against the coronavirus are unprecedented in 
human history. They are nothing short of a marvel. 

Second, I’m grateful for the marvel of being alive together with you in the time of 
Kamala. Regardless of whether Kamala Harris happens to be located on the precise 
point on the political spectrum where your preferences fall, and regardless of whether 
you view her as the best political counterpoint to Joe Biden, and even regardless of 
which ticket you ultimately vote for in 76 days, if you believe in the founding vision of 
this nation, you’re grateful to be alive together with Kamala. 

In her acceptance speech on Wednesday night, Harris said, speaking of her 
mother on the day she gave birth to Kamala, “On that day, she probably could have 
never imagined that I would be standing before you now speaking these words: I accept 
your nomination for Vice President of the United States of America.” 

Her mother wasn’t alone in never imagining that a black woman would one day 
be a candidate for Vice President of these United States. The founders of our nation 
never imagined it. Indeed, they codified the laws of our fledgling nation to ensure that 
the unimaginable would never happen. Along the way, however, perhaps inadvertently, 
they also articulated a vision of the equality of each of us and justice for all of us that 
could never ultimately be dimmed.  

This vision lived on the margins and even underground in the early decades and 
even centuries of our nation’s history. The vision itself was a marvel — the idea that a 
nation could govern itself based not on uniformity of religious or political belief, but 
sprung from the fertile soil of its generative diversity. That the benefits of liberty and the 
consolations of justice accrue not just to one race, or one gender, or one form of sexual 
preference, or one stratum of physical or intellectual capability, but to everyone. In its 
heart of hearts, our nation has always proclaimed, “Yes, All Women.” It is always 
declared, “Black Lives Matter.” It has always been “Standing on the Side of Love” for 
whomever you choose to love. 

In this sense, irrespective of outcome, the candidacy of Kamala Harris for Vice 
President of the United States of America represents both the symbol and substance of 
all that is best about our nation. 

To be sure, there are people today whose loyalties remain mired in our nation’s 
distant past. They view the increasing participation and even leadership of women and 
people of color, and perhaps especially women of color, as a threat to our nation and not 
its apotheosis — its divine calling. Even as this week marked the centennial of the 
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ratification of the 19th amendment, which legally extended to all women the right to 
vote (the reality would take much longer), there are those working to disenfranchise as 
many Americans of color as possible. These un-American activities betray our nation’s 
soul, and the people engaged in them should be ashamed of themselves. 

I’m reminded of the words of President Lincoln in his 1863 address consecrating 
the Soldiers’ National Cemetery in Gettysburg, Pennsylvania. After observing that our 
forebears had brought forth a new nation conceived in liberty and dedicated to the 
proposition that all are created equal, Lincoln described the Civil War as a process of 
“testing whether that nation, or any nation so conceived, and so dedicated, can long 
endure.” 

It is the nature of liberty constantly to be at risk from those who would constrain 
it, and it is the nature of justice constantly to be at risk from those who would pervert it. 
From the outset, our nation has been put to the test. This is yet another test. 

My faith is that we will pass the test and thus prove ourselves worthy of the legacy 
of liberty and justice that has been nurtured in the hearts of our most visionary 
forbearers. They worked for it, and suffered for it, and even died for it. Their legacy to us 
is nothing short of a marvel, for which all of us should be deeply grateful. 

Lisel Mueller ends her poem with these words: 
 

we have made it… 
alive with our lively children 
who — but for endless ifs — 
might have missed out on being alive 
together with marvels and follies 
and longings and lies and wishes 
and error and humor and mercy 
and journeys and voices and faces 
and colors and summers and mornings 
and knowledge and tears and chance. 
 

Together, we have a chance. It’s a chance to savor the marvel of being alive on 
this exquisite summer day. It’s a chance to cherish the possibilities for health and even 
happiness that lie within us and around us. It’s a chance to keep pursuing the vision of a 
nation conceived in liberty and dedicated to justice. There are marvels all around. 


