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“A must read.” —Teaching Tolerance

“Hopeful, inspiring, and motivating. . . . May be required reading for us all.” —Sierra Club magazine

“A book of essays meant to inspire people.” —Christian Science Monitor

“A magnificent anthology celebrates hope, guts, and the power of taking action. . . . Loeb has compiled for us the words of 49 of the most gifted and heroic men and women of our time, 49 testimonials to stamina and compassion in the face of seemingly insurmountable odds, 49 reasons to keep hope alive in this time of frustration and fear.” —The Oprah Magazine [Lead Review]

“An extremely important effort.” —John Kenneth Galbraith

“This inspiring collection is such a song of hope in these difficult times.” —Bonnie Raitt

“Inspirational . . . I pick and choose and savor my way through it.” —Phi Beta Kappa Key Reporter

“Stunning insights . . . educational and inspirational.” —Seattle Times

“A wonderful book, with some extraordinary folks contributing. It reminds us that darkness always comes before the dawn.” —Reg Weaver, president, National Education Association

“For anyone worn down, The Impossible Will Take a Little While is a bracing double cappuccino!” —Barbara Ehrenreich

“The most important book I’ve worked on in my 36 years as an editor.” —Chris Arden, The Impossible’s copy-editor

“A shot in the arm for all of us who feel withered by crisis and paralyzed with cynicism. . . . Every page sparkles with insight into how the most painful circumstances can drive us to our higher selves.” —Aretha Williams, San Antonio Express News

“A compilation of essays, excerpts and exclamations from a wide range of people who have found hope despite all evidence to the contrary.” —Minneapolis Star Tribune

“Moving essays and poems on how to maintain optimism in a post 9/11 world.” —Real Simple

“Refreshingly empowering, healing, and amazingly inspirational. It touches the imagination, retrieves the faith, and is desperately needed by our country to provoke new hope and meaning. It is a glass half full for the cynic and the fearful, a compilation of vision for the complacent, and an antidote for the despondent—truly a must read for everyone.” —Steelabor, United Steelworkers of America
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“A powerful chorus of hope. Loeb introduces us to a community of heroic individuals who by their actions sustain themselves and can help inspire the rest of us. We gain courage knowing this community exists, acting at what Seamus Heaney calls the meeting point of hope and history, where what has happened is met by what we make of it.” —Bill Meadows, president, Wilderness Society

“Paul Loeb is one of the finest spokespeople I know for a spiritually based citizen activism. A must read for people seeking to heal our country and the world.” —Marianne Williamson

“Captures the way the fight for decency can change people and change circumstances, even when victory is still in the distance.” —Rich Trumka, president, AFL-CIO

“A soul-stirring anthology which we guarantee will lift the spirits of anyone looking for reasons to carry on in the struggle to create a better world.” —The Lutheran
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“A forceful testimonial to the unique power of hope.” —Denis Hayes, founding coordinator, Earth Day

Loeb has brought together The Impossible Will Take a While with power and integrity. It is impossible to do justice to all the moving articles he has collected; one can only hope the collection will be widely used in schools and parishes across the country.” —The American Catholic

“A book for the ravenous. Hope becomes a vision of a humane future that is already under way.” —Robert Koehler, Tribune Media Services
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Introduction

I once heard Archbishop Desmond Tutu speak at a Los Angeles benefit for a South African project. He’d been fighting prostate cancer, was tired that evening, and had taken a nap before his talk. But when Tutu addressed the audience he became animated, expressing amazement that his native country, with its shameful history of racial oppression, had been chosen by God to provide the world with an unforgettable lesson in reconciliation and hope. Afterward, a few other people spoke, then a band from East L.A. took the stage and launched into an irresistibly rhythmic tune. People started moving to the music. Suddenly I noticed Tutu dancing away in the middle of the crowd. I’d never seen a Nobel Peace Prize winner, much less one with a potentially fatal illness, move with such joy and abandon. Tutu, I realized, knows how to have a good time. Indeed, it dawned on me that his ability to recognize and embrace life’s pleasures helps him face its cruelties and disappointments, whether personal or political.

Few of us will ever match Tutu’s achievements. But we’d do well to learn from someone who spent years challenging apartheid’s brutal system of human degradation, has continued to speak out for justice since then, and yet remains lighthearted and free from bitterness. What allowed Tutu, Nelson Mandela, and untold numbers of unheralded South Africans to find the vision, strength, and courage to persist until apartheid finally crumbled? How did they manage to choose forgiveness over retribution while bringing to justice the administrators and executioners of that system? What similar strengths of spirit drove those who challenged entrenched racial segregation in the United States, or the dictatorships of Eastern Europe, Latin America, Egypt, and Tunisia? What now enables ordinary citizens to continue working to heal their communities and to strive for a more humane world, despite the perennial obstacles, the frequent setbacks?

We live in a time fraught with bad news. More than one in five children in America lives in poverty, and our country’s economic inequality, the most extreme in the developed world, has grown to levels not seen in a hundred years. Our political system seems broken, captive to the greediest and most cynical. Almost every week brings an off-the-charts flood, drought, ice storm, hurricane, or forest fire, while scientists make clear that such events will continue to spiral out of control unless we address global climate change. Yet day-to-day demands of work, school, and family take so much of our attention that it’s hard for us to engage such potentially overwhelming realities. Merely thinking about them is to flirt with despair.

And no one is immune, not even those whose occupations or passions directly involve helping others or bringing about constructive social change. For years, I’ve traveled throughout the country, lecturing to campus and community groups. Almost everywhere, I encounter people doing important work who nonetheless question whether their actions still matter, whether it’s worthwhile to keep making the effort. I’ve heard this refrain from teachers struggling to help their students learn in crumbling inner-city classrooms; from nurses and doctors trying to deliver quality medical services while navigating bureaucratic mazes; from Chamber of Commerce members attempting to save small rural towns from going under; from eighteen-year-old students and eighty-year-old grandmothers.

Hope may actually be more beleaguered in the wake of a president who won the office in part by branding himself with it. Think of the once-omnipresent posters and stickers in which Obama’s stylized portrait, as rendered by artist Shepard Fairey, appeared above the word HOPE. Too many of Obama’s supporters expected him to live up to this iconic image; when his presidency didn’t instantly transform American politics and key campaign promises remained unfulfilled, they retreated into demoralized withdrawal. We can debate how much the resulting spiral of disappointment was due to unrealistic expectations, Obama’s shortcomings, the tenacity of his opponents, America’s broken political structures, or the failure of Obama supporters to stay engaged following his initial election. But however we assess this particular president, the roller coaster of raised and dashed expectations has led many of us to conclude that political participation is a rigged and futile game.

Moments of doubt are inevitable, especially in a culture that embraces cynicism and mocks idealism as a fool’s errand. But if we look at life through a historical lens, we find that the proverbial rock can be rolled, if not to the top of the mountain, then at least to successive plateaus. Indeed, simply pushing the rock in the right direction is cause for celebration. History also shows that even seemingly miraculous advances are in fact the result of many people taking small steps together over a long period of time. For every Desmond Tutu, there are thousands of anonymous men and women who have been equally principled, equally resolute in the same causes. Having over the years drawn inspiration from many of their stories, as well as from those of people whose names are more familiar, I created this book to invite readers to join a community of courageous souls stretching across the globe and extending backward and forward in time.

The writers assembled here have helped me maintain the belief that striving for a more humane world is worth the effort. Again and again, they’ve satisfied my hunger for hope and rescued me from despair. It’s my wish that their example will similarly inspire you to take up the essential work of healing our communities, our nation, our planet—and to persist during a time when such involvement has never been needed more. Think of the following essays as a conversation in which some of the most eloquent, visionary, and provocative people of our age explore the historical, political, and spiritual frameworks that have shaped their lives. You may not agree with all the beliefs they espouse or the stands they take. But I hope their strength of conviction will inspire you.

The stories they tell embody the indomitable spirit expressed in the Billie Holiday lyric that inspired this book’s title: “The difficult I’ll do right now. The impossible will take a little while.” Holiday confronted plenty of darkness, from the lynchings she sang about in “Strange Fruit” to her many personal demons. But her voice, still with us, rises above such circumstances, lifting our spirits. Aptly enough, the “impossible” quote emerged from a context that demanded the utmost perseverance and bravery; it was the motto of the World War II Army Corps of Engineers and Navy Seabees. Lyricist Carl Sigman wove the lines into a song after seeing them on the wall of his mess hall in North Africa. Imagination and courage feed each other.

Political and personal hopes are intertwined, of course. What keeps us committed to improving our communities and our country is akin to what gives us the strength to endure the challenges of our individual lives. So I’ve included pieces that straddle both worlds, such as Diane Ackerman’s moving account of volunteering at a suicide prevention hotline, where she faced the daunting task of persuading people who’d given up on life that it was nonetheless worth holding on, and Mary Catherine Bateson’s exploration of how the most powerful personal journeys rarely follow linear paths. But my primary focus is on what moves us beyond mere individual survival, beyond carving out a comfortable private existence, to broader, more enduring visions that can help us tackle common problems and keep on doing so regardless of the frustrations we may encounter.

AN ORIENTATION OF THE HEART

This isn’t to say that the tasks before us are easy, or that success is guaranteed. But political hope isn’t about certainty. It’s about the sense that our actions can matter—even in circumstances where we could reasonably conclude that change is impossible. As Jim Wallis of the Christian social justice magazine Sojourners says, “Hope is believing in spite of the evidence, and then watching the evidence change.”

Another way of expressing Wallis’s sentiment is that hope is a way of looking at the world. Nowhere is this more apparent than in the stories of those, like Tutu and Mandela, who persist under the most dangerous conditions at times when even imagining aloud the possibility of change is deemed a crime or viewed as a type of madness. We can use their experience to fuel our own engagement, even if on a far more modest stage. In “We Are All Khaled Said,” key Egyptian activist Wael Ghonim describes how he and his compatriots helped people realize they weren’t alone in their outrage at President Hosni Mubarak’s brutal thirty-year dictatorship, then inspired them to publicly challenge the regime. Similarly, former Czech president Václav Havel uses his country’s experience to describe how a series of small, seemingly futile moral actions can bring down an empire. When the Czech rock band Plastic People of the Universe was outlawed and arrested because the authorities said their Frank Zappa–influenced music was “morbid” and had a “negative social impact,” Havel organized a defense committee; that, in turn, evolved into the Charter 77 organization, which set the stage for Czechoslovakia’s broader democracy movement. As Havel wrote three years before the Communist dictatorship fell, and thus before he could know the outcome of his actions, “Hope is not prognostication. It is an orientation of the spirit, an orientation of the heart.”

How does a person come by such an orientation? The life of Rosa Parks offers a telling clue, provided that we look beyond the conventional renditions of her experience, which actually obscure how the human spirit can prevail in bleak times. We think, because we’ve been told the story again and again, that one day Parks stepped onto a bus in Montgomery, Alabama, and single-handedly and without apparent preparation inaugurated the civil rights movement by refusing to sit in the segregated section.

Such accounts, however well-meaning, belie a much more complex reality: that Parks had by that time been a civil rights activist for twelve years, was the secretary of the local chapter of the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP), and acted not alone but in concert with and on behalf of others. The summer before her arrest, she’d taken a ten-day workshop and met with an older generation of civil rights activists at the Tennessee labor and civil rights center, Highlander Folk School, which is still going strong today. At the first NAACP meeting Parks attended, the focus was lynching, an “all-American” form of terrorism once so accepted in respectable circles that white gentlemen smoking cigars and ladies in their Sunday best posed for photos standing in front of black men being burned and hanged. (The pictures can be seen in all their horror at the National Civil Rights Museum, in Memphis.) Out of this bleak legacy and, more important, the years of struggle to overcome it, came the courage and determination of Parks and people like her—the community of like-minded souls I mentioned earlier.

Just as nothing cripples the will like isolation, nothing buoys the spirit and expands the horizon of what seems possible like the knowledge that others who faced equal or greater challenges in the past continued on nonetheless, to bequeath us a better world. Historian and theologian Vincent Harding imagines a river of social justice involvement that begins with the biblical prophets, goes forward into the future, and connects all who ever worked for change with all who ever will. In “The Progressive Story of America,” Bill Moyers looks at a time a hundred years ago when wealthy interests appeared to have an iron grip on the country’s political and economic life. Populists and progressives responded by speaking out on the injustices they saw, organizing and resisting until their voices could not be ignored. Against all odds, they redressed the balance between wealth and commonwealth and reclaimed America’s democratic heritage in ways that could be a model for today.

Even in a seemingly futile moment or losing cause, one person may unknowingly inspire another, and that person yet a third, who could go on to change the world, or at least a small corner of it. Mandela called this process “the multiplication of courage.” For example, those who first took a stand in Havel’s Czechoslovakia inspired others who would later join them in overthrowing the regime, even though many of their initial efforts to bring democracy failed. Similarly, Rosa Parks’s husband, Raymond, convinced her to attend her first NAACP meeting, the initial step on a path that brought her to that fateful day on the bus in Montgomery. But who got Raymond Parks involved? And why did that person take the trouble to do so? What experiences shaped their outlook, forged their convictions? The links in any chain of influence are too numerous, too complex to trace. But being aware that such chains exist, that we can choose to become part of them, and that they’re essential for creating lasting change is one of the primary ways to sustain hope, especially when our individual actions may seem too insignificant to amount to anything.

Here’s another example of unexpected ripple effects. In the early 1960s, my friend Lisa took two of her kids to a vigil in front of the White House to protest nuclear testing. The demonstration was small, a hundred women at most. Rain poured down. The women felt frustrated and powerless. A few years later, the movement against testing had grown dramatically, and Lisa attended a major march. Benjamin Spock, whose book on baby and child care had made him one of the most famous doctors in the world, addressed the gathering. He described how he’d come to take a stand, which, owing to his stature, had already influenced thousands. (Later, when he challenged the Vietnam War, he would influence far more.) Spock talked briefly about the risks of nuclear escalation and proliferation, then mentioned that when he was in DC a few years earlier he had seen a small group of women huddled with their kids. It was Lisa’s demonstration. “If those women were out there in the rain,” he said, “their cause must be really important.” That’s when he decided to join the movement.

Sometimes it’s possible not only to achieve hoped-for goals but to do so with a greater impact than we might ever have anticipated. In 2004, I spent Election Day getting out the vote for my preferred candidates, as I do every year. Knocking on doors in a Seattle neighborhood, I spoke with three people who supported my candidate for governor but wouldn’t have voted had I not contacted them: One forgot it was Election Day. Another didn’t know if it was still okay to use an absentee ballot. The third needed a ride to the polls. My impact had nothing to do with eloquence or skill, and everything to do with simply showing up. After three recounts, my candidate won by 133 votes. If just a handful of the volunteers on my side had stayed home, or there’d been a few more on the other side, Washington State would have had a different governor—and significantly different laws and key appointments.

Four years later, that experience helped inspire me to found the Campus Election Engagement Project. Drawing on the most effective nonpartisan approaches from schools throughout the country, my colleagues and I help colleges and universities nationwide assist their students in registering to vote, educating themselves on issues and candidates, and showing up at the polls. I’d hoped the project would make a modest impact, but had no guarantees, and we encountered more than our share of obstacles and setbacks. Yet by 2012 we were working with 750 campuses, which together enrolled 5.5 million students—a far greater reach than I’d ever anticipated.

We live in a contradictory world. Dispiriting events coincide with progress for human dignity. But when change occurs, it’s because people persist, whatever the nature of their causes. Only a short while ago, if you were gay, you were probably invisible and closeted, except for a handful of courageous activists who affirmed who they were despite major risks and costs. Who could have imagined then that Supreme Court justice Ruth Bader Ginsburg would conduct a gay marriage in Washington, DC, or that the IRS and the military would treat same-sex partners who’d married in states that permitted this as equal before the law? In “On Being Different,” Dan Savage explores the powerful shift created by those who found the courage to publicly demand respect, then continued speaking out to inspire others.

Young immigration rights activists have told their stories as well. When Gaby Pacheco was seven, her family brought her illegally to the United States from Ecuador. She was the highest-ranked Junior ROTC student in her high school but couldn’t join the Air Force because of her status. Enrolling in Miami/Dade Community College, she became student body president, then headed the statewide student government association. In January 2010, Gaby and three other students launched a four-month walk from Miami to DC that they called the Trail of DREAMs, putting their freedom on the line in support of a path to citizenship. That support grew as marchers, from other cities, joined them along the way. After initially resisting, President Obama issued an executive order halting all deportations of young women and men who were not legal residents but had grown up in this country and were in school, had graduated high school, or had served in the military. Gaby and her peers created what poet Audre Lorde calls “The Transformation of Silence.” From a different political perspective, think about the Tea Party. At the time its activists began organizing, the Republican Party was in disarray, demoralized by the losses it incurred in 2006 and 2008. Tea Party members reached out through house parties, enlisting every network they could. They voiced their concerns at town halls and public meetings and held rallies in their hometowns, in state capitals, and in Washington, DC. And they organized to run candidates and get their supporters to the polls, in both primary and general elections. Whatever you might think of their stands (or those of any of the movements described in this book), their participation inarguably shifted American politics.

“The world gets worse. It also gets better,” writes Rebecca Solnit in a wonderful essay called “Acts of Hope” (alas unavailable for this book, but accessible online under her name and that title). “And the future stays dark, in the sense that we cannot anticipate it.” Change comes, Solnit argues in another essay, “Not by magic, but by the incremental effect of countless acts of courage, love, and commitment, the small drops that wear away stones and carve new landscapes, and sometimes by torrents of popular will that change the world suddenly.”

But how do we find the strength to stay engaged on an issue like climate change, when we may not have the time to wait for the small drops to wear away the stones, or for the long arc of the moral universe to bend toward justice, to borrow the phrase that Martin Luther King adapted from abolitionist Theodore Parker? Within the past two years alone, we’ve seen the devastation of Hurricane Sandy; out-of-control wildfires in Texas, Colorado, New Mexico, and California (the latter threatening San Francisco’s water supply); off-the-charts droughts, floods, and tornadoes throughout the Midwest and South; and what the National Weather Service called “biblical-level” floods in Colorado. And that’s just in the United States.

Comparable weather-related catastrophes have devastated lives and communities in every country on earth. In 2012, Typhoon Bopha killed 2,000 people in the Philippines. Less than a year later, Typhoon Haiyan became the strongest tropical storm to make landfall in recorded human history. With 195-mile-an-hour winds and storm surges as high as trees, it forced more than 4 million people from their homes and killed over 6,000. In response, Philippine scientist and diplomat Naderev Sano held a protest fast at the UN Climate Summit. “To anyone who continues to deny the reality that is climate change,” he said, “I dare you to get off your ivory tower and away from the comfort of your armchair. I dare you to go to the islands of the Pacific, the islands of the Caribbean and the islands of the Indian Ocean and see the impacts of rising sea levels; to the mountainous regions of the Himalayas and the Andes to see communities confronting glacial floods, to the Arctic where communities grapple with the fast-dwindling polar ice caps, to the large deltas of the Mekong, the Ganges, the Amazon, and the Nile where lives and livelihoods are drowned, to the hills of Central America that confront similar monstrous hurricanes, to the vast savannas of Africa where climate change has likewise become a matter of life and death as food and water become scarce. Not to forget the massive hurricanes in the Gulf of Mexico and the eastern seaboard of North America. And if that is not enough, you may want to pay a visit to the Philippines right now.” Sano concluded: “What my country is going through as a result of this extreme climate event is madness,” asking participants to refuse “to accept a future where super-typhoons like Haiyan become a way of life.”

So far, we’ve not acted to stop this madness, or not done nearly enough. Even when we recognize its importance, the very scale of the threat and the separation between the choices that fuel it and its escalating consequences have often produced just fatalistic resignation. Yet hopeful signs are emerging in this arena, too. As Mark Hertsgaard writes in “Kids, Trees, and Climate Change,” solar and wind technologies are developing to the point where, as reported by institutions like Deutsche Bank and Bloomberg New Energy Finance, they’re becoming sufficiently price-competitive to start displacing fossil fuels in the marketplace. Meanwhile, grassroots movements are making a difference. In “Reluctant Activists,” psychologist Mary Pipher describes how helpless she felt when she learned that the Keystone XL pipeline, designed to carry Canadian tar sands oil, would pass through Nebraska, where she lives. Everyone assumed that the pipeline project, greased by more political money than the state had ever seen, was a done deal. Then Pipher took the radical action of hosting a potluck. The movement she and a handful of friends helped launch grew quickly to include students, small-town ministers and business owners, and Republican ranchers and farmers. It grew nationally, culminating in the arrest of more than a thousand people at the White House as a way of pressuring President Obama to veto the pipeline. Keystone has now been delayed at least three years. Because of this and similar efforts, Obama began speaking more forcefully about the perils of global climate change, and he supported his Environmental Protection Administration in setting strict emission limits on new coal plants that they could meet only through still-emerging carbon capture technology. In “Is There Hope on Climate Change?” David Roberts places his faith precisely in such unanticipated developments, even as the global scientific consensus grows ever more dire.

As the Nebraska Keystone activists learned, unexpected coalitions or allies can open up new possibilities. A few years ago I attended a conference of the Blue/Green Alliance, an organization founded by the Sierra Club and the United Steel Workers that works to ensure both decent jobs and environmental sustainability. (The alliance currently includes ten major unions and four large national environmental groups—a level of participation that in itself represents a victory for crossing expected boundaries.) The day after the conference, the same Washington hotel hosted the Conservative Political Action Conference (CPAC), and I stayed to interview participants about climate change. Sadly, most over forty years old doubted its reality. But among those younger, all but one of the twenty I approached considered it an issue that required urgent action. “Of course we need to deal with it,” said a young woman who was reading a booklet titled “How to Dismantle Obamacare” and headed her college Young Republicans. When I told her about a Virginia Tech student whose campus sustainability coalition included the Virginia Tech Young Republicans, she said “That’s awesome. That’s how it should be. Conservatives should be leading on this.” Recently, Georgia’s Green Tea Coalition brought together the Tea Party Patriots and the Sierra Club, who together convinced the legislature to increase solar mandates for utility giant Georgia Power.

THIS GORGEOUS WORLD

Since we never know when one of our seemingly modest acts might help change history, or engage someone else who will play a key role, we’d do well to savor both the journey of engagement itself and the everyday grace that we can draw on along the way. In “The Small Work in the Great Work,” the Reverend Victoria Safford advises us to “plant ourselves at the gates of hope,” even in situations that invite pessimism, because “with our lives we make our answers all the time, to this ravenous, beautiful, mutilated, gorgeous world.” Though the habitability of the planet is threatened to an extent unprecedented in human history, the very richness of life can still renew our spirits, can still energize us. When I run on Seattle’s many beaches, and wherever I go in my travels, I start out weighed down by the ills of the world and my personal obsessions. By a few miles in, the burden invariably lifts. I see the landscape with fresh eyes. I slow down, begin to take notice of my surroundings, and drink in its beauty. In “You Are Brilliant and the Earth Is Hiring,” Paul Hawken talks about drawing hope from the majesty of the stars and the miraculous web of cells that constitutes our bodies. The community of conviction is part of and dependent on the entire community of life. And to that larger and vastly older community we can always return to find strength and sustenance.

I like to think that something akin to this realization is what motivated Tutu to dance so joyfully at the Los Angeles fundraising event. As the Polish poet Czesław Miłosz has written, “There are nothing but gifts on this poor, poor earth.” Tutu, like other social and political activists who haven’t forgotten the importance of enjoyment, passionately embraces the gifts placed before him. If it’s a gift of music, he will dance. If a gift of food, he will eat. If the company of friends, he will converse, laugh, and share stories. Such are the small but necessary pleasures that enable him to look evil in the eye and be confident that the fight must be fought. For only someone who knows how good life can be is in a position to appreciate what’s at stake when life is degraded or destroyed.

Even if the struggle outlives us, even if it’s impossible to envision a time when it will end, conviction matters. Actions of conscience confirm the link between our fate and that of everyone and everything else on the planet, respecting and reinforcing the fundamental connections without which life itself is impossible. Whether we flourish or perish depends on how well we understand and act in accordance with this interdependence—the same interdependence that led King to conclude that “we are caught in an inescapable network of mutuality, tied in a single garment of destiny.” In “From Hope to Hopelessness,” Margaret Wheatley, author of Turning to Each Other, strips this notion to its essentials when she argues that only by renouncing the certainty that our actions will be effective can we persist through hard times. As long as we are connected to our fellow human beings, Wheatley says, we can draw strength precisely from feeling “groundless, hopeless, insecure, patient, clear. And together.” I would add that this sense of connection should be extended to the nonhuman world—not only for its sake but also for ours.

As Solnit reminds us, “It’s always too soon to go home. And it’s always too soon to calculate effect. From the time the English Quakers first took on the issue of slavery, three quarters of a century passed before it was abolished in Europe and America. Few if any working on the issue at the beginning lived to see its conclusion, when what had once seemed impossible suddenly began to look, in retrospect, inevitable. And as the law of unintended consequences might lead you to expect, the abolition movement also sparked the first widespread women’s rights movement, which took about the same amount of time to secure the right to vote for American women in 1920, has achieved far more in the subsequent years, and is by no means done. Activism is not a journey to the corner store; it is a plunge into the dark.”

Plunging into the dark doesn’t mean acting randomly, without direction. We want to be deliberate in what we do and say, asking how we can bring in new allies, involve key communities, and tell the stories that embody our issues powerfully enough to engage hearts and minds. But we also need the long-term perspective that can help us persist.

Humility may be another lesson taught by this gorgeous world’s interdependence. Among other things, humility counsels restraint. It says that giving up on life and the living is a form of arrogance. In “Only Justice Can Stop a Curse,” Alice Walker examines the politics of bitterness, the temptation to conclude that we’re destined for extinction: “Let the Earth marinate in poisons. Let the bombs cover the ground like rain. Let the heated atmosphere go mad.” But Walker also remembers the acts of others that have given her cause to hope, then resolves that she will not be defeated by despair. What is this but a form of humility—and forgiveness? And everyone needs forgiveness—ourselves for not taking on every cause and winning every battle; and others, our neighbors and co-workers, relatives and friends; and especially those who disagree with our beliefs or accept the lies and misdirections so commonplace in our culture.

Nor should we forget that courage is contagious, that it overcomes the silence and fear that estrange people from one another. Examples of human courage and vision are transferrable. They can echo far beyond particular causes, countries, and historical times. Gandhi’s inspirers included Russian novelist Leo Tolstoy and America’s Henry David Thoreau. Key US civil rights leaders like Bayard Rustin and James Lawson traveled to India to learn from Gandhi’s compatriots. The US civil rights movement inspired those challenging South African apartheid and the Eastern European Communist dictatorships. Key Arab Spring activists met with counterparts who had helped overturn apartheid and bring down Serbian dictator Slobodan Milosevic.

As participants in these movements remind us, we gain something profound when we stand up for our beliefs, just as part of us dies when we know that something is wrong but do nothing. We could call what we gain “radical dignity.” We don’t have to tackle every issue, but if we avoid them all, if we remain silent in the face of cruelty, injustice, and oppression, we sacrifice part of our soul. Indeed, when we keep on acting based on our conscience, we affirm our humanity—the core of who we are and what we hold in common with others.

A COMMUNITY OF VOICES

You may wonder if the community of voices I’ve included in this book speaks to people representing all political perspectives, or only to those who happen to match my personal sentiments. Certainly the individuals I’ve brought together share a passion for democracy and justice. That’s why I admire them. And most are critical of a runaway global market that would reduce us all to our monetary worth. But their specific politics often can’t be pigeonholed: How do you categorize those who challenged Communist dictatorships in Czechoslovakia, Poland, and Bulgaria? Or the long-entrenched dictatorships in Egypt and Tunisia? Their courage inspires me, yet many conservatives responded with equal hope to the overthrow of these repressive regimes. What of those working, whatever their political beliefs on other issues, to create a sustainable world for their grandchildren? Many of the issues these contributors take on, such as Diane Ackerman’s work with the suicide hotline, are simply about trying to respond compassionately to our fellow human beings.

Even regarding major public issues, the voices in this book sometimes differ. In a brief but powerful vignette, “Fragile and Hidden,” the late Catholic peace and justice activist Henri Nouwen wrote of the hope and wisdom he gained while caring for a man who could not walk or speak. He then asked us to speak for “unborn life, life on death row, the life of the severely handicapped, the life of the broken and the homeless.” I’m staunchly pro-choice and will remain so. Nouwen was not. We were raised in different traditions, lived through different times, developed divergent views of the world. Yet Nouwen’s essay gives me hope, which is why I included it. If you, as a reader, disagree with the views or actions of particular writers, including my own opinions, that’s fine. In fact, I hope the conversation these voices create will model a process through which citizens can at times agree to disagree, even regarding highly consequential concerns, while still drawing inspiration for the larger task of taking on critically important issues.

Similarly, I hope that the voices in this book will help close a troubling divide between secular and religious readers. Those rooted in more secular humanist ethics at times recoil at religious language, even when it’s used to explain actions that they’d normally find tremendously admirable. Those of strong religious persuasion can react in the opposite manner, trusting only moral action that’s grounded in an explicitly faith-based perspective. To me, religious and secular perspectives on justice offer complementary ways of understanding our responsibility to our fellow human beings. So I’ve included people representing both moral frameworks, and those who meld the two. I hope you’ll view the chorus of voices in the pages to follow as united in an overarching cause—forging a common vision of human courage and connectedness.

Since I first created this book, I’ve received thousands of e-mails attesting to the many ways its stories have given people the courage to act and keep on acting for a more just world, even in the most difficult times. I’ve now developed a new edition, helping the original writers update their essays to speak as strongly as possible to the present moment, and adding new pieces that I’ve found equally powerful. Whatever issues call you to act, I hope the resulting conversation will inspire you to join the community of those who work to create a better world. Because in pursuit of that aim, all are called to participate.


A Note to the Reader

This book combines original commissioned articles with excerpts from books and magazines. I’ve worked with the authors to edit and adapt existing pieces, at times reordering original sequences and combining them with new material. Since most of the pieces are adapted in some fashion, I’ve chosen not to use ellipses to indicate particular cuts or changes.

CLASSROOM USE, READING GROUPS, AND LECTURES

To my delight, The Impossible Will Take a Little While has found an extensive audience in college and high school classes. Educators throughout the country have assigned it in every conceivable discipline and from first-year common reading programs to graduate seminars. So I’ve posted online study questions that those teaching the book have found the most useful, along with descriptions of related community-service projects that they created. Readers have also found many of these same questions helpful for community reading groups. You can find them at

www.paulloeb.org/impossible-classroom.html.

For information on buying bulk discounted books for reading groups or any other use, see

www.paulloeb.org/buy.html.

Find information on my college and community lectures at

www.paulloeb.org/lectures.html.

Sign up for my e-mail newsletter or Facebook page and get a flier to pass the word at

www.paulloeb.org/subscribe.html.

Or click the relevant links at

www.theimpossible.org.


PART ONE

Seeds of the Possible


From THE CURE AT TROY

Seamus Heaney
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          Human beings suffer,

          They torture one another,

          They get hurt and get hard.

          No poem or play or song

          Can fully right a wrong

          Inflicted and endured.

          The innocent in gaols

          Beat on their bars together.

          A hunger-striker’s father

          Stands in the graveyard dumb.

          The police widow in veils

          Faints at the funeral home.

          History says, Don’t hope

          On this side of the grave.

          But then, once in a lifetime

          The longed-for tidal wave

          Of justice can rise up,

          And hope and history rhyme.

          So hope for a great sea-change

          On the far side of revenge.

          Believe that a further shore

          Is reachable from here.

          Believe in miracles

          And cures and healing wells.

          Call miracle self-healing:

          The utter, self-revealing

          Double-take of feeling.

          If there’s fire on the mountain

          Or lightning and storm

          And a god speaks from the sky

          That means someone is hearing

          The outcry and the birth-cry

          Of new life at its term. . . .

[image: ]

Excerpted from Seamus Heaney, The Cure at Troy: A Version of Sophocles’ Philoctetes (Noonday Press, 1991). Seamus Heaney’s other books include Beowulf: A New Verse Translation (W. W. Norton, 2001), Opened Ground: Selected Poems 1966–1996 (Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 1999), Field Work (Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 2009), and Human Chain (Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 2011).


A memoir about volunteering at a suicide hotline may seem like an odd choice to begin a book on political hope and persistence. But Diane Ackerman’s “A Slender Thread” got me thinking about the thin, sometimes fading line that separates hope from despair in political and personal life. As Ackerman wrestles with the profound depression of one of her callers, she provides insight into the bleak moments we all face. Why do some people give up on life, on love, on a better day tomorrow, and others do not? Why does a person give up at a particular moment? The answers to these questions are complex and may always elude us. But Ackerman pinpoints two features of human experience essential to any meditation on that all-important line between hope and despair: the value of believing that we have options and the ability to savor the richness of the world. Indeed, the line becomes precariously thin precisely when people feel they have no choice and that the world is an unforgiving wasteland.

Please don’t misunderstand. I’m not equating active citizens who lose faith, either temporarily or permanently, in their ability to make a difference in the world with those so despairing that they see no option but to take leave of the world altogether. Nor am I ignoring the many real occasions that seriously test one’s faith, in any realm, public or private. Life can be cruel, capricious, and ugly. But it also brings an abundance of gifts, which we forget at our peril. Those who give up on life are abandoning the possibility that the world is a generous enough place to be worth their staying around.

As with the admittedly different situation of engaged citizens who burn out, those calling on Ackerman’s help line wrestle with a sense of suffocation, of constriction, of spiritual exhaustion. This sense springs from a belief that all imaginable choices have been tried and found wanting. “Suicidal people have tunnel vision,” writes Ackerman. “No other choice seems possible. A counselor’s job is to put windows and doors in that tunnel.” Whether the challenge is political or personal, effective remedies differ from individual to individual. But solutions always involve altering perspective, replacing tunnel vision with an expanded view that lets in more light and more possibilities—the oxygen upon which hope thrives.

For forty years, I’ve been reading Jonathan Kozol’s books with admiration, even as they’ve troubled my soul. Kozol has made it his life’s work to bear witness to the “savage inequalities” that divide the children of privilege from the children of poverty, a divide that continues to widen. A doctor’s son, Kozol started out, fresh from Harvard, as a teacher in an inner-city Boston school, and there he discovered the dark side of the American dream. Ever since, he’s been bringing the invisible to light, telling memorable and disturbing stories of children whose only idea of home is a welfare hotel, who are routinely exposed to brutality and addiction, who live with hunger and fear throughout much of their lives. One need only look at the schools to which we exile these kids, where toilets don’t work, classes meet in hallways and stairwells, and pencils and paper are either scarce or absent, to realize that not only do we continue to leave an appalling number of children behind, we treat them as if they were disposable from the day they enter the public education system, as if they had no worthwhile future. We then do our best to make their projected failure a self-fulfilling prophecy.

Like Kozol, Marian Wright Edelman has spent her life challenging this malign neglect. She began, along with Alice Walker, as a Spelman College student of activist-historian Howard Zinn. Edelman became a civil rights activist and lawyer, then founded the Children’s Defense Fund, which for more than forty years has fought for the right of all children to be treated with dignity and respect, and not just be used as fodder for political campaign slogans. Time and again, she’s heard the callous rationalizations put forward by apologists for the many injustices done to children: They’re not smart enough. They come from bad families. They don’t try hard enough. All variations, of course, on the theme that the poor and the powerless deserve their fate, which is to say, the fate society arranges for them, intentionally or not. Edelman is also keenly aware that the cause she has championed all her life—the well-being of the only true innocents among us—will continue long after she’s gone.

Yet neither Edelman nor Kozol has given up. Like all of us, they experience bleak moments. But they persevere. As they attest in their own ways, Edelman and Kozol continually find themselves renewed by the “outcry and the birth-cry” of hope, to use Seamus Heaney’s phrase, embodied in the tenacious spirit of the children they fight for. From that, they draw inspiration and find the courage to resist anyone or anything that might harm those children. Kozol, for instance, wonders at “the almost inexplicable spiritual resilience” of the kids he’s come to know in a desperately poor Bronx neighborhood, where violent death and dashed hopes are a constant backdrop. He takes heart from the care they give each other; from their imagination, especially when it defies the loss and sorrow that surrounds them; and from the constancy of parents, grandparents, and engaged community members who nurture them, day in and day out.

Similarly, Edelman draws strength from lives beginning to bloom, the “seeds of hope,” as she puts it; they remind us that every child has the potential to be a Gandhi, a Martin Luther King, or a Harriet Tubman. She takes this idea further, connecting the potential in each child to the urgency of protecting all children, not only our own but those of our neighbors, our fellow Americans, and, indeed, people everywhere. If children are the embodiment of our faith in a common future, if their instinctive optimism and appetite for experience represent unqualified affirmations of life, then by neglecting or mistreating them we not only fail in our moral responsibility, we place that future at risk. We squander the seeds on which the garden of humanity depends. Being aware of that, Edelman suggests, can stiffen the resolve of individuals and inspire in them the fierce conviction that’s needed to counter indifference to injustice, especially to children.

It’s ironic—and encouraging—that, while rallying us to their defense, children should be capable of empowering us, of reminding us that the seemingly powerless have potential moral strength. And no issue looms over our children’s future more than our ability to maintain a habitable planet, a habitability threatened most acutely by climate change. Paul Hawken began his public involvement in 1965 as the press coordinator for Martin Luther King’s historic Selma-to-Montgomery march. He then turned a small Boston store into Erewon Trading Company, one of the largest natural foods wholesalers in America. Drawing from this success and others, Hawken then began working to help businesses radically diminish their environmental footprint, without sacrificing their financial bottom line. His book The Ecology of Commerce even inspired the founder of the world’s largest modular carpet company, Interface Global, to pursue a goal of zero environmental impact. Interface now uses recycled or bio-based sources for half their raw materials (up from next to nothing, fifteen years before), has cut their greenhouse gas emissions nearly in half, and has diminished their landfill use by 80 percent, all while creating record profits for a billion-dollar-a-year company.

Readers began sending me Hawken’s University of Portland commencement speech, “You Are Brilliant and the Earth Is Hiring,” shortly after he gave it, and students began making it the centerpiece of alternative commencements. “If you look at the science about what is happening on earth and aren’t pessimistic,” Hawken says, “you don’t understand the data. But if you meet the people who are working to restore this earth and the lives of the poor, and you aren’t optimistic, you haven’t got a pulse.” It’s an open question, Hawken acknowledges, whether we’ll address the crises we face before it’s too late. But it’s also a question that will be answered by the choices we make every day of our lives.

The centerpiece of Hawken’s talk is an Adrienne Rich poem that I’d originally included as a separate piece:

          . . . My heart is moved by all I cannot save:

          so much has been destroyed

          I have to cast my lot with those

          who age after age, perversely,

          with no extraordinary power,

          reconstitute the world.

That’s the task that Hawken—and all whose voices weave through this book—urges us to take on.

As I explore in an earlier book, Soul of a Citizen, we don’t have to be perfect saints or know every answer to every conceivable question to begin working for a more just world. We can be wounded or hesitant ourselves, sometimes profoundly so. I met Danusha Veronica Goska during an online forum on that book. She explores a variation on the theme of tackling seemingly overwhelming issues by contrasting “political paralysis” with her own predicament, dealing with a periodically immobilizing disease similar to multiple sclerosis, despite which she nonetheless continued to be engaged. After working in the Peace Corps and with Mother Teresa, Goska draws hope from ordinary human kindness, like that of strangers who gave her rides when she could not walk; by so doing, they redefined the world “from a place where nobody sees and nobody cares, into a place where compassion is a possibility and change something that can be hoped for.” Hope and history may not always rhyme, to borrow another phrase from Heaney. But human generosity is a starting point toward bringing them together.


CHAPTER ONE

A Slender Thread

Diane Ackerman
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I’m afraid of losing Louise. Losing her. A shorthand for an avalanche of hurt, the phrase sounds too casual, the equivalent of misplacing a set of keys or an umbrella. I suppose it’s my fundamental belief in the uniqueness of people that makes me cherish how irreplaceable they are. Louise has many talents, a lively mind, a quirky and unusual point of view, and a generous heart. I don’t want life to lose her. I don’t want society to lose her. I don’t want to lose her from the pageant of humankind.

We use only a voice and a set of ears, somehow tied to the heart and brain, but it feels like mountaineering with someone who has fallen, a dangling person whose hands you are gripping in your own. But if she truly wishes to die? We don’t hear from her when she’s not depressed. In stabler times, I don’t think she would choose death. But I respect her right to choose, and I tell her so.

“Look, you can always kill yourself. That’s one option tonight. Why don’t we put that up on the shelf for a moment and talk about what some other options might be.”

Because she feels bereft of them, I want her to have choices. Choice is a signature of our species. We choose to live, sometimes we choose our own death, but most of the time we make choices just to prove choice is possible. Above all else, we value the right to choose one’s destiny. The very young and some lucky few may find their days opening one onto another like a set of ornate doors, but most people make an unconscious vow each morning to get through the day’s stresses and labors intact, without becoming overwhelmed or wishing to escape into death. Everybody has thought about suicide, or knows somebody who committed suicide, and then felt “pushed another inch, and it could have been me.” As Emile Zola once said, some mornings you first have to swallow your toad of disgust before you can get on with the day. We choose to live. But suicidal people have tunnel vision—no other choice seems possible. A counselor’s job is to put windows and doors in that tunnel.

“Options?” She says the word as if it were too large for her mouth. It probably seems tragically impersonal for what she is feeling. “You mean like eating dinner?” she asks acidly.

“Have you had anything to eat today?”

A dry little laugh. “I bought some lamb chops but couldn’t face cooking them. I don’t want to eat something more nervous than I am.” I laugh. Her delivery was perfect. She laughs again. It is barely more than a chuckle.

“Cold. . . . ” She launches the word like a dark cloud, not attached to anything special, a nimbus of pure pain.

“How come so cold and lonely tonight?”

“I’m always lonely, lonelier than life,” she says faintly; then rallying a little, she explains, “When I worked at Montessori, I used to meet people there, or when my kids were little, through their activities. Now I don’t meet anyone. Not at work in that pathetic office. My job is horrible. Not hard, you know, just the same rain barrel full of soak every day, boring and lonely, but it’s the only one I could find. There’s nothing out there for a middle-aged woman, and the minute they learn I’ve been hospitalized, they’re afraid to hire me, like I’m going to napalm their filing cabinets or Crazy Glue their customers’ thumbs to the counter or something.”

A thought she has obviously entertained in some detail.

“I understand. You hate your job, you don’t make friends there, and it’s hard to find a new one. Every workday must feel like a wasteland.” “Oppressive,” she corrects. Not too little of a good thing, too much of a bad.

“Oppressive. Maybe we can figure out some other work. . . . ”

“It’s hopeless. I’ve tried everywhere. There’s nothing.”

Before I can reply, she swerves to: “and I haven’t had a date in years, haven’t been laid since I don’t know when. And then there are my kids. I mean, they’re teens, and suddenly Mom’s a drag. We fight all the time. About ridiculous things, small things. I don’t even know what we’re fighting about half the time. They don’t want me to hug and kiss them anymore. I can understand that, but it hurts.”

Breathless, she sounds like a child trying to tell a story faster than her tumbling words. I was rushing her. She wasn’t finished with her lamentation. She still needs to be heard, so I sit quietly and listen, a borrowed heart.

“There’s no point to my life. I’m not doing anything of value with it. No one would miss me. No one would care if I were gone. Well, that’s not true, it might change how a couple of people feel—give my ex a few sleepless nights, send a message to my Neanderthal boss, make my kids feel sorry about how cruel they can be. . . . ”

Magical thinking—the belief that suicide will change a relationship with someone. One of the warning signs. “I’m lonelier than life,” she says again. She likes the phrase. “How do I get out of this?” she bleats. A primal cry, not a question. Then she says almost too low to hear, “I just want the pain to end. I only want to lose consciousness.”

“What a heavy burden that must be. I can hear how low you’re feeling, how meaningless life seems, how bleak things look. I’m so sorry you’re suffering like this.”

“Promise you won’t send the police,” she says, reading my mood.

“How about if I promise that I won’t, and you promise not to give me reason to?” She doesn’t answer.

“Too much?” I ask.

“Yeah,” she says. Kindly, not critically. Her tone says: We are in this together. “I just don’t want to be alone right now . . . in these last minutes.” I think she said minutes.

“I’m worried about you,” I say. “How about if I send someone over to be with you?” The tinkling of ice cubes against glass, and a small sip between sniffles. I didn’t realize she was drinking. She doesn’t sound drunk, but the alcohol won’t help her mood and it might give her the wrong kind of courage.

“I’m not at home,” she says. “Anyway, it’s too late for that. I put my coat on, but I don’t need to, do I, to be warm when I fly.” She sounds wrung-out, exhausted, giving up. “At least it won’t hurt much.”

“Won’t hurt much?”

“I took a bunch of Tylenol. . . . ”

My heart starts to pound, and with a huge effort at control I ask: “How much Tylenol did you take?”

“I don’t know,” she whines, “a bunch, enough.”

That’s it. I can’t stand the risk any longer. Every call with Louise has seemed this dire, a last call for help, and she has survived. But suppose tonight is the exception, suppose this is the last of last times? What is different tonight? I’m not sure. Then it dawns on me. Something small. I’m frightened by how often she has been using the word “only,” a word tight as a noose. Without letting her hear, I notify the police to trace the call and accompany her to the hospital, where a doctor will give her yet another type of medication.

“I’ll stay with you.” Which problem to focus on? Which section of the tunnel to drill windows in? Her job? Her family problems? Maybe her sense of isolation. The outer one, I mean, the one that can be eased by friends and acquaintances. The inner one is another matter. So often loneliness comes from being out of touch with parts of oneself. We go searching for those parts in other people, but there’s a difference between feeling separate from others and separate from oneself.

“You said no one would care if you died. But I would care.”

“I bet you say that to all the callers,” she says, mustering a touch of coyness.

“Not so. You and I have had some good talks over the past few months.”

Leaning on the desk, I focus my eyes on the wood grain’s many streaks and knots. If it had color, it would look like a Navajo blanket. Hard as I try to concentrate solely on hearing, sights keep trickling in. So does the fragrance of coffee brewing in the kitchen. The long vowels of the wind. The chatter of the Venetian blinds against a drafty window frame.

“Yes,” she says, “you’ve been swell. You’ve been my only friend, well, not friends exactly, not to you, I mean I’m just one of . . . . ”

“You’d be surprised how well you can get to know someone over the telephone. I bet you’ve gotten to know me a little, too, and the other counselors.”

“Yes,” she says, “I have actually. You always sound so calm and even. I envy how together you must be. My life is shooting out of my hands, and I wish I could have your . . . spirit level.”

“I’m not always level. Believe me, my life has problems, too. It’s easier to be calm when someone else is in trouble.”

“Oh,” she says, with a mixture of surprise and relief. “Anyway, you’re a good person: patient, and kind, and strong. . . . ”

“So are you. All those things.”

“Strong? That’s a good one. If you could see how weak I am. . . . ” Her voice trails away.

“Amazingly strong.” Be careful, I think, not to use the past tense. She might interpret that as an obituary. “Look how you’ve been fighting the torrents of depression—for years. That takes such courage. You’ve been working during that time, raising two kids, surviving the nightmare of an ugly divorce. Okay, you’ve lost jobs, but you’ve picked yourself up and found new jobs. You’ve even volunteered during the flood—filling sandbags and making sandwiches
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