Under the Crush of Daily Life
JILL: I was a guilty child.  Not that I did anything wrong, but I felt guilty.  Guilty for being suburban, privileged, even healthy.  

Much of the world’s population lived in poverty, while I took my home, food and easy life for granted.  

At 7, I carried a UNICEF box for Halloween.  At 9, when I circled the neighborhood, I sought donations to save a piece of the rainforest.  At 12, I was haunted by the thought of the Hutus and Tutsis slaying one another in Rwanda.  At 15, I joined a group that fought against gender violence.

Now these conflicts, and my inability to confront them daunt me as never before.  

I found myself dwelling on this issue.  A lot. So I decided to talk to some professors, volunteers, and mothers, to see how they deal with it.  What I found is that others suffer with this same inner divide.  

Take Alison Senald.  

ALISON: It’s actually really frustrating and overwhelming because before I became a mother I was a social worker and I did spend every day trying to address many of the kinds of problems that I read about now in the paper…

…To be honest now, a lot of what I do is try not to think about it…
JILL: Because I know I am not doing as much as I can, sometimes I too try not to think about these things.  But when I do think about the homeless man down the street, or the sweatshops where my clothes are made, I become angry with myself because these problems aren’t my priorities.  My family, my education and my life are my main concerns.

But maybe it is possible to incorporate activism into one’s life.  Mark Lance is a father, professor and a social justice activist.  He experienced similar issues while growing up.  

MARK:  For a long time it was a matter of dividing time, and I saw myself as having two separate lives.  As I’ve gotten older I’ve tried more and more to integrate the two… 

…I realize very keenly that I have limited time and limited ability, and I can’t do anything by myself.  So if there isn’t a sort of movement around it, it’s pointless to just sort of rail against it on your own...

…The one thing I more than anything tell excited, politically motivated people is just to keep in mind that it’s a marathon, it’s not a sprint.  
JILL: Hearing this makes me think of my mother.  She always sets reasonable goals and stays with them.  When she was a teacher and a special needs tutor, she put her effort into individual students, instead of trying to change the entire school in one day.  Her contribution to our educational system is harder to see than that of a legislator who makes sweeping reforms.  Yet the effect of her work is more certain and, maybe even more meaningful.

I’ve realized that no amount of personal probing or volunteer work is going to end my dissatisfaction with certain aspects of the world.  Some guilt will always be with me, but this guilt sustains my contribution.  I hope that fifty years on I will reflect on a life of restlessness and purpose; one often brimming with satisfaction, but never with complacency.  Then, having reflected, I will do more.

For NPR’s Intern Edition, this is Jill Merselis

