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It is impossible to understand — much less fully appreciate — the extraordinary 
flowering of creativity we call the Harlem Renaissance of the 1920s without 
understanding its backstory in the American South. In the aftermath of the Civil War, 
former Confederate states enacted a series of so-called Black Codes to control the lives 
and labor of former enslaved peoples and other African Americans.  

In response, the federal government imposed a period of reform and oversight 
beginning in 1867 known as Reconstruction, which divided the former Confederacy into 
five military districts. During Reconstruction, Blacks gained significant economic 
freedom and political power, including election to office in state legislatures and even 
the U.S. Congress. 

The reactionary backlash by southern whites against these freedoms was swift 
and vicious. Spurred on by the Ku Klux Klan, the political and economic institutions of 
white supremacy reasserted themselves. Within a decade or so, Reconstruction had 
effectively ended, and the Jim Crow era began. Legal enslavement had been replaced by 
legal segregation and disenfranchisement, enforced by a campaign of terror that 
included the widespread killings of Blacks by beating, shooting, and lynching — all with 
the complicity and often at the hands of police and other officials. 

In response, African Americans began to migrate north in record numbers. 
Drawn by the promise of political and economic freedom, they settled in cities such as 
Chicago, Detroit, and especially Harlem, in New York. Centuries of pent-up lamentation 
began pouring forth in music, art, literature, and other cultural forms. The singer Bessie 
Smith sang her “Cemetery Blues,” about going down to the cemetery to sing her sorrow 
song because the world is all wrong. The poet Langston Hughes asked, “What happens 
to a dream deferred?” Maybe it dries up like a raisin in the sun, he wrote, or maybe it 
explodes. 

These expressions of lamentation played counterpoint to equally powerful 
expressions of celebration. Once liberated from the red-light district of New Orleans, 
jazz music began to fill concert halls like the Cotton Club and dance halls like the Savoy 
Ballroom. Swing dances like the Lindy Hop became the rage, ebullient expressions of 
freedom and joy. Sometimes deferred dreams explode not in violence but in exuberance. 

One century later, the defiantly edgy iconoclasm of ascendant contemporary 
Black artists like Megan Thee Stallion seems exactly right. In the United States of 
America, everyone’s experience should find expression as part of the culture. Everyone 
should also be served by the rule of law, which is why the trendline in the trial of Derek 
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Chauvin for the murder of George Floyd also seems exactly right. Thus far, prosecutors 
and police witnesses seem to agree with the majority public sentiment concerning 
Chauvin’s guilt. 

Looking back at the ebb and flow of this history — Enslavement, Emancipation, 
Reconstruction, Jim Crow, Civil Rights, the New Jim Crow, Black Lives Matter — it is 
tempting to conclude that the moral arc of the universe indeed bends toward justice, as 
the 19th-century Unitarian minister Theodore Parker once proclaimed and Dr. Martin 
Luther King Jr. famously repeated. But we should also conclude that the moral arc can 
get unbent. While it is true that good things will happen in the aftermath of bad things, 
it’s also true that bad things will happen in the wake of good things. 

Twenty-one hundred years ago, in the last few decades before the Common Era, 
the Roman philosopher and poet Horace penned four books of lyric poems now known 
as odes. His odes set the standard for poets ever since. In his second book of odes, 
Horace offers sage advice to someone named Licinius, who apparently needed guidance. 

In the book’s 10th ode, Horace writes: 
 

Always expect reversals; be hopeful in trouble, 
Be worried when things go well. That’s how it is 
For those whose hearts are ready for anything. 
It’s true that Jupiter brings on the hard winters; 
It’s also true that Jupiter takes them away. 
If things are bad right now, they won’t always be. 
Apollo isn’t always drawing his bow; 
There are times when he takes up his lyre and plays, 
And awakens the music sleeping upon the strings. 
Be resolute when things are going against you, 
But shorten sail when the fair wind blows too strong. 

 
People who are ready for anything, Horace says, realize that bad times will not 

last, but neither will good times. In times of trouble, stay hopeful. When times are good, 
keep an eye out for reversals. That way you’ll be ready for anything. 

Reading Horace today, especially in the United States, we can lose sight of this 
essential insight. Those of us whose ancestors have long been part of the dominant 
culture find ourselves especially susceptible. We too-readily assume that positive trends 
will continue — that the arc of the universe will continue to bend toward justice. But 
sometimes it doesn’t.  

In recent years, we have seen how the rule of law can be used to impose reversals 
— reversals of women’s reproductive rights, reversals of voting rights, and reversals of 
gay rights, among others. “Be worried when things go well,” Horace says. “That’s how it 
is for those whose hearts are ready for anything.”  
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We have also experienced a collective reversal of our presumption that we are 
entitled to good health, or at least access to reasonably good health care. As of today, 
about 20% of Americans have been fully vaccinated against the coronavirus. This is an 
extraordinary achievement, especially since the coronavirus was barely on anyone’s 
radar screen 18 months ago. Once the genome of the coronavirus was sequenced, which 
took a few weeks, the vaccine itself was constructed in less than a weekend. Then it took 
about a year to produce, test, and mass-produce the vaccine.  

The coronavirus vaccine represents an achievement that we mostly take for 
granted. But we shouldn’t. We should use this pandemic as a reminder that we are 
vulnerable human beings. Even more deadly viruses will appear in the future. We need 
to ensure that we are ready for anything. 

The key to staying ready for anything doesn’t begin with our code of laws or our 
conduct of public health, however. As Horace says, it begins with our hearts. The 
question is how we keep our hearts ready for anything. 

For myself, I have three answers to this question – none of which will surprise 
you. You may have different answers or different versions of the same answers. But even 
if my answers don’t resonate with you, I hope you use them as a catalyst for finding your 
own answers. By whatever means, we need to keep our hearts ready for anything. 

My first answer is poetry, which I describe as the scripture of contemporary 
spirituality. Margaret Renkle, who writes about the literary life of Tennessee and the 
American South, published a column in the New York Times on Monday titled, “Thank 
God for the Poets.” The poets remind us, she says, that “suffering is not our only 
birthright. Life is also our birthright. Life and love and beauty.” She continues: 

 
Last April brought lockdowns and rising infections, but we didn’t 

know last April just how much harder the year was about to become. We 
know now. And despite the helpful treatments that have emerged, despite 
the rising vaccination rates, despite the new political stability and the 
desperately needed help for a struggling economy, it is hard to trust that 
the terrors are truly receding. 

We know now how vulnerable we are. We understand now that new 
terrors — and old terrors wearing new guises — will always rise up and 
come for us. 

Thank God for our poets, here in the mildness of April and in the 
winter storms alike, who help us find the words our own tongues feel too 
swollen to speak. Thank God for the poets who teach our blinkered eyes to 
see these gifts the world has given us, and what we owe it in return. 

 
I agree. Poetry opens my eyes to the tragedy and the beauty of the world, and it 

also gives me words to describe what I see and what I feel. I encourage you to find 
poems or other forms of literature that do the same for you. 
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My second answer to the question of what keeps my heart ready for anything is 
music. As many of you know, my musical tastes span a wide range of time periods and 
musical styles. I’ve been intrigued by two recent projects of the Grammy-winning jazz 
vocalist, bass player, and producer Esperanza Spalding, who performed at All Souls at 
Sundown some years ago. I was captivated by her music then, and her latest work 
perhaps explains why. 

Several years ago, Spalding released an album titled “12 Little Spells” inspired by 
Reiki healing practices. The album explores the healing power of music. Each of the “12 
Little Spells” is dedicated to a different body part. 

Last week, Spalding released her latest recording, which uses music to address 
the feelings of tension and isolation that have surfaced during the coronavirus 
pandemic. She says, “We’ve all experienced being confined in a situation that we didn’t 
design and didn’t ask for — a feeling like we can’t break out of it.” 

Spalding developed the sound and video project, titled “Triangle” and released 
from her Songwrights Apothecary Lab, in consultation with neuroscientists and music 
therapists. She uses sounds rooted in Sufism, South Indian music, and Black American 
music. For my part, I think she accomplishes her goal. I find the work mesmerizing, 
relaxing, and ultimately inspiring. 

While the music of Esperanza Spalding may not provoke the same response in 
you, I encourage you to seek out music that does. Spend time listening to music — not as 
a background soundtrack to other duties and activities, but as meditation. It will help 
keep your heart ready for anything. 

My third answer is the collective spiritual practice of being part of a religious 
community. Whether in the sanctuary at 80th and Lexington or online wherever we 
happen to be, this spiritual practice of gathering for lamentation, celebration, and 
inspiration helps keep my heart ready for anything. I hope it does the same for you. 

It certainly has played a bedrock role for African Americans over the past 400 
years, which is powerfully illustrated by the current PBS documentary hosted by Henry 
Louis Gates, Jr., titled “The Black Church: This Is My Story, This Is My Song.” But 
houses of worship have also played a bedrock role for other — and perhaps less likely — 
people. 

In Andrew Sullivan’s column this past week on Substack, he addresses the topic 
of religion and the decline of democracy, which is a topic I have addressed in various 
ways as well. But the famously and sometimes destructively iconoclastic Sullivan begins 
his column by addressing why he, as a gay nonbelieving Catholic, has continued to 
attend weekly Mass over the years and will return as the pandemic winds down.  

He says that he misses the physical, communal ritual of chanting in unison with 
others, of standing up and kneeling down and standing up again. He misses the faces 
that he recognizes and those he doesn’t. He misses the liberation of submission to 
something far larger than himself. He continues: 
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And, beneath all this, only poking above ground every now and again, I miss the 
weekly reminder of what I deeply believe within the folds of my consciousness: 
the command of universal love; the fact of life after death; the radical truth of 
experiential mystery; and the centrality of the Gospels to eternity. Many atheist 
or agnostic friends sometimes ask me how they too can have a leap of faith. And 
the truth is I have no idea. I have never leapt anywhere. I have trudged, stumbled, 
meandered, persisted, and resisted all my life. But to have one part of my 
existence directed to the timeless and the mysterious just once a week all my life 
has given me something priceless. 
 
Given your presence today, my guess is that you feel the same. Taking time each 

week to grapple with the timeless and the mysterious yields something priceless — a 
sense of spiritual presence and moral purpose that is essential to being ready for 
anything. 

We have all been reminded in various ways over the past year that suffering is our 
birthright as human beings. It is the one promise life always keeps. But life and love and 
beauty are also our birthright. Whether through poetry, music, worship, or some other 
form of spiritual practice, we need to remind ourselves of this essential truth. If we make 
a spiritual practice of lamenting life’s tragedies and celebrating its triumphs, we will 
keep our hearts ready for anything. 


