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This past week reminds me of a poem by one of the greatest of all American 

poets, Walt Whitman. He writes: 
 

Oh me! Oh life! of the questions of these recurring, 
Of the endless trains of the faithless, of cities fill’d with the foolish, 
Of myself forever reproaching myself, (for who more foolish than I, 

and who more faithless?) 
Of eyes that vainly crave the light, of the objects mean, of the 

struggle ever renew’d, 
Of the poor results of all, of the plodding and sordid crowds I see 

around me, 
Of the empty and useless years of the rest, with the rest me 

intertwined, 
The question, O me! so sad, recurring—What good amid these, O 

me, O life? 
 
Oh me! Oh life! — Indeed! 
Last Sunday, I spoke about the need to be ready for anything. Bad times in life 

will not last, but neither will good times. In times of trouble, we need to stay hopeful. 
When times are good, we need to keep an eye out for reversals. The spiritual practice of 
lamenting life’s tragedies and celebrating its triumphs will keep our hearts ready for 
anything. 

Today, I’d like to speak about how we can prepare ourselves for difficult times 
before they come, as they inevitably do. Now turns out to be a distressingly appropriate 
time to speak of these things. 

Over the past week, we’ve seen the heart-wrenching video of the shooting of 20-
year-old Daunte Wright in Brooklyn Center, Minnesota last Sunday. We’ve learned 
about the shooting of 13-year-old Adam Toledo several weeks ago in Chicago. The more 
promises that get made that things will change, it seems, the more things tragically 
remain the same. 

It’s true the shooting of Daunte Wright by police officer Kim Potter appears to 
have been an accident. But to write off the shooting as merely an accident is to confuse 
cause with consequence. The relationship between the police and communities of color 
in this nation has a 400-year history. During most of this time, the police presence in 
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communities of color was designed to be the face and the force of white supremacy. 
While the individual sentiment of many police officers today may have changed, many 
institutional instincts and structures have not. 

The same dynamic appears in the shooting on Thursday at a FedEx facility in 
Indianapolis. In a nation awash in a toxic sea of more than 20 million assault rifles, it’s 
downright dishonest to write off such massacres as the result of someone having a really 
bad day. Presumably, people in the United Kingdom have really bad days at roughly the 
same rate people in the United States do. But private gun ownership in the UK is tightly 
controlled, and assault weapons are illegal. As a result, there have been only four mass 
shootings in the UK over the past 30 years. In the US, there have been 11 mass shootings 
in the last 14 weeks. 

That said, even if the structures of white supremacy eventually get dismantled, 
and even if private citizens no longer possess assault weapons, there will still be plenty 
of reasons to cry out, “Oh me! Oh life!” Some of our most intractable challenges are 
posed not by human nature, but by nature. As the long-suffering man named Job in the 
Hebrew Bible laments, “Mortals are of few days and full of trouble.” 

Our troubles begin at birth, when we find ourselves helpless and in need of 
constant care and protection. The troubles continue throughout our lives, especially 
when we find ourselves beset by accidents or illness. Eventually all of us will face the 
final reminder that our days are few and full of trouble — the ultimate and ultimately 
unknowable experience we call death.  

Over the past week, I have spent time with members and friends of our 
congregation who are grappling with the steady decline or imminent death of loved 
ones. Others in our community are struggling to deal with personal and vocational 
losses of other kinds. Some of these losses will endure. 

Then there’s the persistent presence of the coronavirus. News about vaccines and 
vaccination rates plays counterpoint to news about new variants and resurgent infection 
rates. In New York City, people are still dying from the coronavirus at a rate that would 
be equal more than 18,000 deaths per year. Across the US, people are still dying at a 
rate that would equal more than 270,000 deaths per year. It’s not clear to me what 
people are thinking who view this current situation as evidence of victory and a 
justification for a return to normal. 

Oh me! Oh life! 
Rather than hoping against hope that hard things will stay away or disappear 

completely, we need to learn how to deal with them when they come — and preferably 
before they arrive. 

In the celebrated American poet Nikki Giovanni’s poem about going to Mars, she 
suggests that the desire to depart this Earth stems from our need to get away from 
what’s wrong, including what’s wrong with us. She says, “We’re going to Mars because 
whatever is wrong with us will not get right with us, so we journey forth.” Going to Mars, 
she says, would give us a reason to change — leave behind the prejudice, hatred, and 
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violence that has continually bedeviled human life on Earth. But, she adds, the journey 
to Mars will be difficult to make, and it will take years to get there. How can we find out 
what it will take to make the journey? 

The answer, she says, is to ask Black Americans, who figured out how to endure 
the harrowing and horrific Middle Passage on slave ships from Africa to the US. She 
says that NASA needs to ask Black Americans, “How did you calm your fears … How 
were you able to decide you were human even when everything said you were not … 
How did you find comfort in the face of the improbable to make the world you came to 
your world … How was your soul able to look back and wonder?” 

If you want to know how to do something that is exceedingly difficult, Giovanni 
advises, ask someone who has done it before — or something like it. This is an 
exceptionally good idea, but here’s the problem. Over the centuries, human beings have 
demonstrated a remarkable lack of ability to learn from other people’s experiences. 
Until a difficult experience happens to us, we tend not to learn the lessons it offers. The 
question remains: how can we learn to bear up under difficult times before they come 
our way. 

In the current issue of the New York Review of Books, Erica Armstrong Dunbar 
reviews Henry Louis Gates Jr’s PBS documentary about the Black Church, which I 
mentioned last week. She notes that the Protestant conquest of indigenous African 
spiritualities practiced by enslaved peoples has been widely acknowledged. What’s less 
well-known, she says, is that up to 20% of the enslaved Africans were practicing 
Muslims when they came to this country. Their tradition too was mostly pushed aside by 
Protestant proselytizing. 

Because the Muslim faith held up under these and other hardships, it has much 
to teach us about bearing up under difficult times — and especially about developing 
strength and resilience before hard times come. One example is the Muslim observation 
of Ramadan, which began this past Monday evening and will extend until May 12. 

Ramadan is a month-long period during which faithful Muslims fast from dawn 
until sundown. During this time, they abstain from food and drink, as well as from 
sexual relations. Today in New York, the period of abstinence began this morning with 
Sehar at 4:31 AM, and it ends with Iftar at 7:39 PM this evening, a period of more than 
16 hours. This is mainly a time for self-restraint and self-purification. By cutting off 
certain comforts, even for a short time, Muslims focus on the presence of God and on 
their purpose in life, as well as on those who are truly needy.        

As you may know, Ramadan is the fourth of the five pillars of Islam. The first is a 
profession of faith in the oneness of God and the prophethood of Muhammad. The 
second is prayer. Wherever they are, regardless of what they are doing, faithful Muslims 
stop and pray five times each day, at dawn, mid-day, late afternoon, sunset, and 
nightfall. This pattern establishes an ongoing rhythm of mindfulness and purpose. The 
third pillar involves giving alms to the poor and needy. Muslims believe that everything 
belongs to God, and that wealth is therefore held by human beings in trust. The fourth 
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pillar is fasting during Ramadan, and the fifth is a pilgrimage to Mecca, called a hajj, 
which Muslims who are able must make once during their lifetimes. Pilgrims wear 
simple garments that strip away distinctions of class and culture, so that all stand equal 
before God.  

The experience of fasting during Ramadan helps Muslims establish the discipline 
of faithfulness. Writing in the Atlantic about the challenges of observing Ramadan in 
isolation, the writer and novelist Uzma Jalaluddin says, “I started fasting for the entire 
month when I was in the seventh grade, in the early 90’s. I persevered even when my 
classmates waved their lunches in front of my face and asked whether I was hungry. I 
smiled obligingly and feigned being tempted by their soggy, gravy-drenched french fries. 
Of course I was hungry, but I understood that my hunger was self-imposed, and 
therefore more a state of mind than an immediate need.” 

She continues, “For many people who regularly fast, there is usually a point, 
about three days in, when your body adjusts to the lack of food and drink. Some even 
report an unusual ability to concentrate. This isn’t to say that fasting is easy. It is not. 
The difficulty is the point.” 

The difficulty is the point. Maybe our goal should be to take on difficult things by 
choice rather than by necessity — voluntary hardship rather than imposed hardship. We 
can develop our strength by choosing to do difficult things, which makes it a hardship, 
but they are difficult things that we don’t actually have to do, which makes it voluntary. 

In one of his poems, the Palestinian poet Mahmoud Darwish, who was raised 
Muslim, speaks about voluntary hardship as being like a mirage. It’s not a hardship in 
the true sense of the word, because we don’t actually have to undertake it. But we 
undertake the hardship anyway, because we know it will take us to places we could 
never go if we chose only what’s comfortable and close at hand. Voluntary hardship, 
whether it takes the form of spiritual practices like meditation and prayer, or physical 
exertions like rigorous exercise, or physical deprivations like fasting, enables us to 
develop the strength to bear up under adversity. 

Placed in this context, voluntary hardship is the process of building our strength 
— strength of mind, strength of body, strength of character — so that we have the 
capacity to respond to life’s most challenging demands. It’s grappling with an imposed 
adversity on purpose.  

As we look around us at the many calamities roiling our world today, it’s clear 
that we will need all the strength we can develop to confront them. Civil rights, women’s 
reproductive rights, voting rights, immigrants’ rights, LGBTQ rights, environmental 
justice — the list of daunting challenges runs long. We need to get strong and stay strong 
to wage these battles.  

The spiritual practice of undertaking voluntary hardships, no matter their form, 
can help us develop our spiritual strength and focus our moral purpose. These times 
require us to be at our best. It will take all our strength to turn the tide of history and 
bend it once again toward justice.  
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Walt Whitman concludes his poem “Oh me! Oh life!” by responding to his own 
question about how we should respond to the travails and troubles of life. He says: 

 
                                      Answer. 
That you are here — that life exists and identity, 
That the powerful play goes on, and you may contribute a verse. 
 

No matter the circumstances you find yourself in today, you are here. You exist; 
your life and identity exist. The powerful play we call life will go on. You have a role to 
play; you have a verse to contribute. 

In the end, the cry of “Oh me! Oh life!” isn’t a lamentation. It’s a declaration of 
intent. 


