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Undergoing and Overcoming 
 

“We shall overcome.” The Library of Congress has called these simple lyrics “some of the most 

influential words in the English language.”  A song that started out on picket lines and in church 

pews in the United States has gone on to inspire reform around the world. Its words have been 

sung by people facing down police dogs in Alabama and tanks in Tiananmen square; they have 

been sung with thousands of other protesters at a rally or with just a few fellow prisoners in a jail 

cell.  The song has been translated into individual contexts as well:  parents, for example, have 

reported singing the words as a message of courage to their children undergoing treatment for 

leukemia.   

 
On our journey from first word to last word, from “In the beginning” to “Come, Lord” with a 

variety of traveling companions at our sides, we all have many things to undergo, and many 

opportunities to overcome.  There is an important difference between the two. 

 

Borrowing a trick from composer David Lang, who used Google auto-complete to generate the 

list of “things we all share" to create his score for “The Public Domain,” I let Google assist me in 

a coming up with a list of “things we undergo.”  In rough alphabetical order, we undergo abuse, 

anesthesia, change, conversion; we undergo treatment, trials, troubles . . .  What all these 

experiences have in common is the fact that they are arduous and, to a degree, unpleasant —and 

they involve a measure of passive suffering.  When undergoing, often we have little choice but to 

grit our teeth and endure. 

 

Overcoming is radically different.  Overcoming also involves arduous and painful circumstances;  

however, it implies not only endurance, but triumph.  Blacks in South Africa underwent 

apartheid – and overcame it.  Increasing numbers of people in our world undergo human 

trafficking, abused in trade, exploited for labor or for sex.  But with the political will and moral 

effort, we can overcome it.  

 

Part of the secret to overcoming is lodged in the familiar words the choir just sang. On a picket 

line in South Carolina, Lucille Simmons altered the text of a gospel hymn from "I Will 

Overcome" to We.  Pete Seeger changed the will to shall, and added the verse, "We'll walk hand 

in hand." A youth choir singer, Mary Ethel Dozier, visiting the Highlander Folk School in 

Tennessee at a time when police raided the institution, added the defiant, "We are not afraid." 

How is any of this courageous victory possible?  Because "God will see us through." 

 

The Apostle Paul writes about overcoming in his letter to the Romans.  "Do not be overcome by 

evil," he writes, "but overcome evil with good" (12:21). 

 

When we choose love, not the hatred all around us: evil is overcome. 

When the nations work to change war into peace:  evil is overcome. 

When the stranger is accepted as our neighbor:  evil is overcome. 

 

Evil is overcome, not by our efforts alone, but because God is walking with us and sustaining us, 

all along our pilgrim journey. 

 


