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Difficulty and Destiny

On Rainier Maria Rilke’s “Letters to a Young Poet”


In the words of Longfellow, "Into each life a little rain must fall." It is the common destiny of mankind to endure hardship, undergo difficulty and be tested in our faith, conscience and belief in the spirit that envelops and is a part of each one of us. Who is to say one hardship is more difficult than another? Sorrow and joy are most often held in personal perspective. The world is full of suffering. You can see it in the American middle-class abused child's eyes as well as the eyes of a prostitute's child in the ghettos of India. Yet children are resilient, and hope shines through those eyes as well. A child is thought to be too young to be entrusted with his or her own destiny, but who is to say they are not more enlightened than the older ones who wield authority like an all-knowing king? In childhood, we are closer to the spirit, not yet conditioned against the natural conscience imbued to us all upon birth, observant of and yet apart from society's circles and moirés. These authority figures may attempt to mold us to their own ideal, for their own purposes, whatever they may be, but destiny truly is developed from within. 


What is destiny? It is a question of the ages. Is it a predetermined fate, impossible to escape, or are we constantly shaping it as we move through this life? Are the decisions we make based on free will or do we make these decisions because it was predestined? Could it be some strange combination of both? Whatever the case, we always have the opportunity to make our own decisions based on what we believe is right action at the time. We are imperfect in this, as in everything, but we cannot let destiny sway us toward sloth or despair. Destiny can be discarded, or changed, and there are plenty of highwaymen along our path lying in wait to hijack us and take all we have gained. 



I don't see in Rilke's writings, at least in this book of letters, an overwhelming disposition to the idea of destiny, or any real great difficulty inherent in his life. The most difficulty that seems to be encountered in his writings and advice centers around his ill health, his apologies for not writing sooner and the resistance of Herr Kappus to Rilke's recommended self-imposed solitude. I feel the writings focus much more on the idea of solitude as salvation and inspiration than any other concept. There is something spiritual in solitude, a closeness with yourself that is not quite possible in the noisy business of our everyday lives. Work, social life, family and community obligations and responsibilities consume so much of our day that by night, the last thing on our minds is meditating or listening to our inner voices. In solitude, you can more easily dwell on your destiny, and perhaps it is your destiny to spend much of your life in solitude; however, sometimes it becomes an escape from obligation to others, a recoiling from the work and hurt of close relationships, a selfish and fearful sort of subconscious behavior. 


Rilke urges Kappus to remain in solitude, to suffer through it and fight his restlessness. Good advice, maybe for anyone at a certain point in their lives, a point where they are seeking clarification, spiritual insight and personal truth. In this case, it is wholesome and beneficial for a person to endure the difficulty of learning to be quiet; learning that being alone isn't always lonely. But embedded deeply in the concept of destiny is the existence of purpose and how can one have a purpose when one is always alone? Destiny implies doing something, hopefully something of value that will affect at least a tiny part of the development of humankind and our world for the better. 


There are those whose destiny is to create hardship for others so that we, as a whole may see what is right and what is horribly wrong and remedy it. These people are punished and despised for their actions, but are they in fact being punished for fulfilling their destinies in order to help us grow en masse? It is plain from observance of human behavior throughout history Destiny implies doing something, hopefully something of value that will affect at least a tiny part of the development of humankind and our world for the better. 



There are those whose destiny is to create hardship for others so that we, as a whole may see what is right and what is horribly wrong and remedy it. These people are punished and despised for their actions, but are they in fact being punished for fulfilling their destinies in order to help us grow en masse? It is plain from observance of human behavior throughout history that we small-minded humans learn mainly through hardship and extremes. What do we learn from quiet, amicable times, except how to savor peace and appreciate momentary contentment? In fact, we often don't even realize that until after it is passed.



In the documentary "Born Into Brothels," the children of one brothel in Calcutta's red light district were given an opportunity to improve their lives and perhaps become more than they would be otherwise through the compassion and ambition of a few wealthy, well-intentioned Americans. Was this intervention destiny? Why not the brothel down the street? Was the ultimate fate of these children also destined? Or was it the poor choice of fearful, jealous or selfish parents who prevented the children from growing beyond them? The film was released in 2004. It is now 2011. We can look back and see that some of the children have become quite successful, even by European standards. Others have disappeared from our sight, most likely back into the dirty streets and desperate back alleys of over-crowded Calcutta. 



Is this all destiny? If we listen to that quiet, guiding voice of spirit inside us, we will make the right choices, find courage, even in the mouth of hell, and fulfill our own personal destinies. Each one of us has a responsibility, not only to ourselves but to each other as well, to pursue our purpose and therefore fulfill our own, personal destiny; we all have the power to do this not in spite of, but because of the difficulty faced down in our lives.
