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The people of Arkansas have afforded me their trust and their encouragement for the ten and a half years it was my pleasure to serve as their governor. They didn’t ask for me when they first got me, but kept me when they had a choice. They repeatedly revealed the best spirit of greatness by showing their desire to serve and sacrifice. They gave me the best job in the world and I only hope that I gave them the best I had within me by the grace of God.

To the wonderful people of my home state and treasured home, Arkansas, I dedicate this book.
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PART I

Hope Is Where It Starts


HOPE IS WHERE IT STARTS

For me, “hope” is more than a word that describes the American spirit. Every time I hear it I think of home. I was born August 24, 1955, in Hope, Arkansas, a tiny town of about eight thousand people. Except for its claim to fame as Home of the World’s Largest Watermelon, Hope had pretty much escaped notice until it became known as the birthplace of Bill Clinton, forty-second president of the United States.

My ancestors settled in Hope in the early 1800s and every male in my lineage before me lived his entire life there. I, too, was raised and educated there, and was the first male in my family bloodline to graduate from high school. When I left Hope to go to college, I became the first male to leave except for the occasional short stint of those who served in the military or who worked in the shipyards temporarily during World War II.

In many ways I wish every American could have had a childhood like mine and could have been raised in Hope. It was a wonderful community. A child could leave his house in the morning on a bicycle and not return until after dark, and it caused no one alarm. It was the kind of place where I could misbehave eight blocks from home, but by the time I pedaled back to 509 East Second Street, six people would have called my parents to report my behavior. I am not sure that it took a village to raise a child, but I am quite sure that an entire village did its part to help raise me!

My job at the local radio station as a teenager led me to believe that I would have a career in some form of broadcasting or communications and eventually to become active in politics and run for public office. Because of my deep personal faith, it seemed logical to assume that my life would be immersed in applying those communication skills to an evangelical organization.

By the time I was twenty-one, I was the director of a full-service faith-based advertising agency in Texas and involved in producing television programs, publications, advertising, and public relations for one of the nation’s fastest-growing evangelical organizations. I supervised a staff of twelve artists, writers, and production specialists and was responsible for a multimillion-dollar budget.

By the time I was twenty-five, I was ready to come back to Hope, Arkansas, to operate a communications business and start laying the groundwork to run for public office. I ghostwrote books; wrote, produced, and placed advertising; and designed publications for churches, Christian ministry and mission organizations, and even some commercial businesses. Things were falling into place for me to begin taking my first political steps when I encountered a detour that took me down a road I wasn’t planning to travel.

A church in Pine Bluff, Arkansas, asked me to come and speak on a Sunday because they were without a pastor. Their pastor had recently resigned and they were looking for various people to fill in during their search for a new minister. Following that Sunday, they asked me if I could come to speak for a week-long series of services. They then asked me to serve as the interim pastor for a few months while they searched for a permanent replacement. Three months later, they asked to remove the “interim” label and I spent six of the most wonderful years of my life as pastor of the Immanuel Baptist Church of Pine Bluff. In addition to the church work, I led the launch of a twenty-four-hour-a-day local community television channel.

Involvement in the community was something I not only preached but practiced. I served as president of the local unit of the American Cancer Society, worked in United Way, served on the board for the local multi-church outreach to combat homelessness and poverty, and was active in the local Chamber of Commerce.

Somehow running for public office while simultaneously serving as a pastor seemed incompatible so I gave up that notion. After six years in Pine Bluff, the Beech Street First Baptist Church of Texarkana, Arkansas, invited me to lead that congregation, which I had the joy of doing for an additional six years. As in Pine Bluff, I also led in the creation of another community television channel for the Texarkana area, which broadcast everything from high school football games to talk shows to church services. In Texarkana, I again became active in the community, serving on numerous boards, including the Chamber of Commerce, United Way, and Friendship Center, an area philanthropic organization that assists the unemployed and families with food, rent, and clothing.

During this time, I was elected as the youngest ever president of the Arkansas Baptist State Convention, a denomination that represented one in every five Arkansans.

Running for office had ceased being an option for me during those years as a pastor, but friends from several directions began asking me if I’d ever thought of running for office, not knowing the long suppressed dreams from nearly a dozen years ago.

By now, my wife, Janet, and I had achieved a level of comfort neither of us had ever dreamed. We were both thirty-six years old, had three children, a good dog, and lived in a nice five-bedroom home with a pool on a cul-de-sac. We were involved in the community and had wonderful friends, a good salary, and a fine reputation. Why on earth would we leave such a pleasant and comfortable life to get involved in politics?

I vividly remember the long walk in the neighborhood we took one winter night. We decided that if we indeed were put on earth to become “comfortable,” then we had hit the target. Ours was an enviable life in many ways, but as we walked and talked and prayed, we decided that the purpose for being on earth is not our personal comfort but to strive to make the world better for our children than when we found it.

Our journey had begun in Hope, but it was about to be anything but higher ground!

I resigned my position with the church and, in early 1992, announced my candidacy for the United States Senate. My opponent would be a former governor and three-term U.S. senator. Despite all odds, I was convinced I could and would win.

I didn’t.

Instead of feeling the whole effort had been a mistake, Janet and I both felt that it was simply the beginning of a long and uncertain process. We had spent our entire savings down to our last dime to make the Senate race. I was without a job or a regular paycheck. We had started our marriage with nothing but enough used furniture to barely fill a two-room apartment we rented for a grand total of $40 a month, and here we were, eighteen years later, starting over.

With a mortgage, three school-age children, and nothing in savings left, my wife and I were truly tested. She went to work as a unit clerk in the ICU unit at St. Michael Hospital in Texarkana, working the 11 p.m. to 7 a.m. overnight shift. I restarted my communications business, consulting other communities on developing local television stations, and also picked up some writing and advertising projects. I even served as an interim pastor in a small church on weekends. In spite of overwhelming odds, we never missed a payment or were even late for our obligations, although to this day, I count it as nothing short of a miracle that we made it through those months.

I was asked by then state Republican Party chairman Asa Hutchinson to consider running for lieutenant governor in a special election in 1993. Bill Clinton’s election as president placed Jim Guy Tucker in the governor’s office and created a vacancy for lieutenant governor. The organization from my unsuccessful Senate campaign was still intact, and I agreed to do it, though at the time I wasn’t sure why anyone, including me, would want to be lieutenant governor!

Building an army of grassroots volunteers, we overcame a huge money disadvantage and disproved political conventional wisdom by winning in the special election in July 1993.

My victory wasn’t celebrated at the Democratic State Capitol (I was the only Republican constitutional officer and only the fourth elected statewide since Reconstruction). The doors to my office were spitefully nailed shut from the inside, office furniture and equipment was removed, and the budget essentially spent down to almost nothing prior to our arriving. After fifty-nine days of public outcry, the doors were finally opened for me to occupy the actual office I had been elected to hold two months earlier.

After being reelected in 1994 to a full four-year term as lieutenant governor by the highest margin of any Republican in the state’s history, I became governor on July 15, 1996. My predecessor, Jim Guy Tucker, had been forced to resign due to felony convictions in federal court on issues related to a financial scandal he was involved in prior to being governor. For a while, partisan critics called me “the accidental governor” until I asked them whose accident had cause me to be governor? I never heard that again.

My becoming governor clearly incensed those on the left, who throughout my tenure loved to label me the “Rev-Gov” or the “Huck-ster,” obviously thinking that attacking my background as a person of faith and a pastor would scare people. Those who wrote letters to the editor and sent them anonymously to me feared I would replace the Capitol Dome with a steeple and legislative hearings with Wednesday night prayer meetings!

Rather than feel my background was a detriment, I felt it was a tremendous asset. My experience dealing every day with real people who were genuinely affected by policies created by government gave me a deep understanding of the fragility of the human spirit and the vulnerability of so many families who struggled from week to week.

I was in ICU at 2:00 a.m. with families faced with the decision to disconnect a respirator on their loved one; I counseled fifteen-year-old pregnant girls who were afraid to tell their parents about their condition; I spent hours hearing the grief of women who had been physically and emotionally clobbered by an abusive husband; I saw the anguish in the faces of an elderly couple when their declining health forced them to sell their home, give up their independence, and move into a long-term-care facility; I listened to countless young couples pour out their souls as they struggled to get their marriages in survival mode when confronted with overextended debt, sudden and unexpected unemployment and loss of income, or the anxieties of having a child with severe disabilities.

My experiences helped me to better understand that good government is not about policies, but about the people whose lives are going to be touched.

From my teenage years working at the J. C. Penney store in Hope, where I cleaned windows and floors and stocked shelves, I learned that hard work tends to give one a softer heart for others. To this day, I am careful not to touch the glass on the door when I enter a store, knowing someone will have to wipe the fingerprints and smudges later. I can remember my frustration when immediately after scrubbing a glass door, I would watch helplessly as someone with grimy hands bypassed the door handle and pushed on the glass, voiding my work and prompting a call from the manager to clean the doors.

For many Americans, life is hard. Certainly even Americans at the edge of poverty still live better than most of the world’s population, but that doesn’t mean life for them is easy or without risk and struggle. Most mothers and fathers have great hopes for their children to live a better life than they themselves have lived. Parents often make great sacrifices and work extra jobs to provide opportunities for their children because they truly hope that their efforts will boost the chances and choices for their kids and their descendants. As long as that hope exists, parents will work an extra job, take a sandwich in a paper sack instead of eating out at lunch, and forgo new clothes or cars to save for their child’s opportunities.

Should circumstances become so overwhelming that the parent feels he or she is “below sea level” with the floodwaters rising, that parent is in danger of giving up hope, and when that happens, the sacrifices stop and the excuses and desperation take over. When hope is lost, all is lost, and generations can be subject to settling for mediocre existence.

Below Sea Level

In the final days of August 2005, Hurricane Katrina, a category five storm, ravaged the Gulf Coast of the United States, striking hardest against the shores of southern Mississippi and at the heart of one of America’s truly unique cities, New Orleans, Louisiana. The impact of the hurricane itself was devastating enough, shattering windows, ripping roofs from homes and commercial buildings, and sending hundreds of thousands of Gulf Coast residents fleeing for their lives out of the path of one of the most ferocious hurricanes to be charted by the National Weather Service. In a matter of hours the “Big Easy” became the “Big Mess.” For New Orleans, however, the worst was yet to come.

New Orleans is not only unique for its culture of spicy food, authentic Dixieland jazz music, all-night bars, and nonstop entertainment. It is set apart by the fact that it was established as a city below sea level, protected by a series of levees that surround the Crescent City. Engineers and hydrologists had predicted devastating floodwaters should anything ever breach those levees.

While America watched, courtesy of twenty-four-hour news channels eager to bring the most sensational and epic pictures to viewers, the levees did in fact seep and then pour water. Within hours the once bustling streets of New Orleans turned into raging rivers that forced those citizens left behind into a desperate search for a spot of dry ground. Tens of thousands sought what was thought to be temporary shelter in the Louisiana Superdome, home to some of the great sports and entertainment spectacles of the past generation from Super Bowls to mega-concerts, as well as of the nation’s largest conventions.

Not too far away, the New Orleans Convention Center also became a refuge as the ravaging waters continued to rise. Thousands upon thousands of others were unable to make it to the designated shelter areas and were forced to cling to chimneys and vent pipes on rooftops or to try to find safety camped out on the bridges of Interstate 10.

For the next several days, Americans watched in horror, then disgust, and ultimately in anger as they saw their fellow citizens stranded and, for all practical purposes, abandoned without food, shelter, or even water, and with very little hope of response from any level of government. Over the coming months much debate would center on why the response to this tragedy seemed so inept. A long line of critics waited their turn to point fingers at local, state, or federal officials. Armchair analysts offered confident and conclusive summations on what had gone wrong, who was at fault, and what should be done to prevent such a disaster in the future.

I had been with the Southern Governors’ Association at Mercer Plantation in Georgia when I received news of the impending hurricane. After ten years as governor I knew a hurricane on the Gulf Coast (or even the threat of one) meant thousands of anxious people would be fleeing their homes in Mississippi, Louisiana, or Texas, and heading as far north as necessary to find shelter, food, and a place to get away from the assault of the hurricane. I cut my trip short, arriving home in Little Rock just before the Hurricane hit the coast, to begin preparing our state for what would certainly be an extraordinary influx of evacuees escaping the coastal areas to get to higher, and hopefully dryer, ground. Being an inland state, Arkansas doesn’t experience hurricanes, so when they threaten to strike our nation’s coastline we don’t brace for property damage but we do brace for “people damage.” Those who cross into our borders often come filled with the trauma of having barely gotten ahead of the storm, or at the very least filled with anxiety as to what will await them upon their return.

As we coordinated with our usual partners for these type events, such as the Red Cross, and began stocking up facilities and supplies, I was kept abreast of the situation like other Americans by watching the news reports on television. I literally wept as I saw the desperate faces of children, elderly people, and frantic parents waving at rescue boats or passing helicopters. The rescue vessels were pushed way past capacity as brave first responders sought to pluck victims from danger, and stage rescues in the flooded waters of neighborhoods. Some people held on to nothing more than parts of ice chests, which served as their makeshift flotation devices and life-saving instruments.

“Dear God,” I prayed, “this is not Rwanda or Kosovo or a Third World fishing village in Asia! This is the United States of America — the most powerful and the wealthiest nation on earth — and here are thousands upon thousands of fellow Americans. We can get a television camera to them, but we seem to be incapable of getting a lifeboat or even a bottle of water to them!”

I was ashamed of what appeared to be an uncontrolled natural disaster met with an incomparable incompetence to respond to it. Within a day or two local shelters that had been prepared in civic centers and church gymnasiums were reaching capacity, and it became apparent that the numbers fleeing north toward our state for safety would eclipse anything we had experienced before.

I called an emergency cabinet meeting of the heads of all the major state agencies. I asked each one to compile a list of available resources that could be used not only in the rescue and recovery efforts along the coast but also to assist in the temporary relocation of thousands of storm victims who would be crossing our borders. A command center was hastily set up in the Governor’s Conference Room on the second floor of the State Capitol. Within two hours this massive room, normally used for larger meetings and press conferences, became home to more than thirty state employees who worked around the clock at folding tables, surrounded by computer screens, television sets, and banks of phones.

Members of my staff worked alongside agency heads and employees from various state departments enlisted for levels of expertise ranging from phone skills to proficiency in logistics, transportation, and communicable disease. They would answer what we anticipated to be an overwhelming volume of phone calls both from evacuees needing assistance as well as citizens calling to volunteer and offer a helping hand. A call center was also established in a state-owned building just across the street from the Capitol. Within four hours of the order to create it, fifty volunteers manned fifty telephones while stationed at computer terminals, all assembled in an amazing flash of time by technical experts from our state’s Department of Information Systems and the office of our chief information officer.

As we began to get reports of hotel space being filled at the northern borders of Arkansas, federal officials informed us that we would likely be receiving several thousand additional evacuees by airlift, and we had to prepare for many more people than originally planned.

From my years in church and faith-based work I realized there were dozens of church- and denominational-owned camps throughout the state that had closed their camping season within the previous few weeks. That meant they were empty but not yet shut down for the winter.

I summoned Chris Pyle, a valued team member and policy advisor for family and faith-based issues, to my office. Chris had been with me since the day of my swearing in some ten years earlier. I tasked him to get on the phone and contact the major denominational offices and churches that we knew operated summer camps. In addition we called upon Boy Scout, Girl Scout, and 4-H camps, which would also likely be available. We asked the leaders of these denominations, churches, and civic organizations to come to the Governor’s Mansion the following day for an emergency meeting to discuss coordinating the relief efforts.

Mass disasters and evacuations often lead to a compounded problem where the already overwhelming trauma is exacerbated by the dehumanizing experience of losing a sense of personal identity with people being forced to move en masse as part of a throng of humanity. It had troubled me greatly as I watched so many thousands of evacuees from the Gulf Coast being moved into mass shelters and stacked like human boxes on top of one another with little regard for their privacy or their personhood.

At the meeting with denominational and nonprofit leaders who owned camps I was humbled by the 100 percent participation and agreement to reopen the camps throughout the state to help house evacuees. Chris Pyle, along with volunteers from our office, surveyed each of the camps to determine how many beds and what kind of dining and recreational facilities and configurations of sleeping quarters would be available in each of the camps.

I had told our cabinet the day before and now reiterated to these partners from the faith and nonprofit sector that the mission would be “to take care of people first and fill out the paperwork later.”

While we were certainly concerned about the cost of what would inevitably be massive expenses for housing, feeding, clothing, and assisting these evacuees, our first mission was to simply follow the Golden Rule: “Do unto others as you would have them do unto you.”

I challenged everyone working in our relief efforts to ask this simple question, “How would I want to be treated if it were me?” Each person was told that if they saw a seven-year-old coming off a bus or airplane, “Treat them how you would want your own seven-year-old to be treated in such a circumstance.” When seeing an elderly and bewildered person, ask, “If this were my grandmother, how would I want someone to treat her?” Once we established the Golden Rule criteria for all our operations, everything else got much easier.

Officials from the Federal Emergency Management Agency (FEMA) had told us on the Friday before Labor Day that we would be receiving approximately four thousand evacuees, arriving via airlift at the Fort Smith, Arkansas, airport. We would initially take them to Fort Chaffee, a military post operated by the National Guard for processing, and then transport them to one of the many camps that were hastily reopened for one of their most unusual and challenging housing experiences ever.

In a matter of twenty-four hours, camps that had been recently closed came alive again as cooks were enlisted, maintenance personnel were brought back to make sure that showers and utilities were operational, and food was purchased. Volunteers prepared to feed those who would be coming with literally nothing but the clothes they had on their backs.

Based on instructions from FEMA officials, National Guard troops stationed at Fort Chaffee prepared what was to be an initial breakfast meal for the four thousand we were anticipating to arrive at 7:00 a.m.

Seven a.m. came and went and no one had arrived. Eight, nine, and ten o’clock came and still no sign of evacuees or any airplanes. Repeated calls to federal officials produced conflicting answers, none of which turned out to be accurate or consistent with the messages before or after. By late afternoon we instructed officials at Fort Chaffee as well as at the various faith camps to stand down their operations and wait for further notice. Hopefully more reliable information as to who would be coming, how many, and where would be coming soon.

Throughout the afternoon and evening, reports continued to surface of groups of evacuees, ranging from dozens to hundreds, scheduled to arrive on planes or buses at any moment.

None came.

Then, shortly after midnight on that Saturday night, and for the next five hours, approximately ten thousand people began raining on Fort Chaffee much like the waters of the hurricane had rained upon New Orleans just days before. Meanwhile, planeload after planeload descended upon the Fort Smith airport, exceeding available ground transportation to get them from the airport to Fort Chaffee, and obliterating plans for an organized entry for these people.

Repeated calls to FEMA were fruitless, so I placed a desperate call to contacts at the White House and pleaded for their intervention in getting flights diverted from Fort Smith, which was being overwhelmed. We begged them to go to Little Rock, where we were prepared to triage the needs and process the next wave of evacuees. Several terse conversations and even a couple of shouting matches with federal officials finally resulted in planes landing at Little Rock. We had assembled buses and volunteers from local church and medical teams to help care for those who just hours before had lived in the squalor of the Superdome or Convention Center, or perhaps hung to life on overpasses or rooftops. They had been hastily boarded onto a variety of conveyances from military aircraft to commercial charters to buses.

Because of the amazing resilience and resourcefulness of a large number of heroic state employees and volunteers, we were able to process the thousands of evacuees and get them food, bedding, fresh clothing, and perhaps as important, a smile and a much needed hug of human compassion.

In the course of less than a week, an estimated 75,000 people poured into Arkansas seeking refuge from the storm and relief from the trauma. That number increased our state’s population by 3 percent in a five-day period. And while many of the news organizations camped out at the Houston Astrodome praised the efforts of Texas to house more than 200,000 evacuees, Texas would have had to absorb nearly 800,000 evacuees to feel the impact at the same proportion as Arkansas. That is in no way to take anything away from the noble, unselfish, and sacrificial efforts of our neighbors and friends from the great state of Texas. It merely puts in perspective the scope of the effort made by the Arkansas people I’ve loved, served, and have never been more proud of.

Our strategy for disseminating the masses of people throughout the entire state meant that no one single geographic area would have its infrastructure of health care, education, or employment overwhelmed by an influx number of evacuees. The impact would be distributed evenly across the state. Rather than bringing them all to a single facility such as the ALLTEL Arena in North Little Rock, we divided evacuees into groups of a few hundred people in a church or scout camp to ensure that if a communicable disease or an outburst of violence occurred, it could be contained and would affect only a few hundred rather than tens of thousands.

We had committed to each of the camps that we would provide what we termed a “mayor” and a “police chief.” We enlisted retired state troopers, retired mayors, and others who had experience in administration of civil government and law enforcement to provide twenty-four-hour-a-day supervision and security. This was not because we feared what the evacuees might do, as they generally turned out to be gracious, peace-loving, and grateful models of citizenship. We needed to protect them from exploitation. We wanted to give them something that they had not experienced in several days and that was a feeling of welcome and security.

It was our mission and commitment to provide more than sandwiches, cots, showers, and clothes, but most of all to provide a human touch, and to enlist enough volunteers so that every person who found himself or herself a temporary involuntary resident of our state would experience being called by name and treated with dignity and respect. It was and remains my firm conviction that regardless of a person’s color, gender, or economic station in life, every person deserves to be treated in such a way.

The outpouring from the churches and faith-based groups was beyond anything we could have imagined. In fact, we simply had not fully anticipated the level of compassion that people would give. We had expected to need more state-provided staffing for the camps and had underestimated that the church groups who operated the camps would have at their disposal thousands of ready, anxious, willing, and well-equipped volunteers who canceled their Labor Day weekend plans and took leave from work in order to come and make beds, stir soup, organize recreational activities, sort and organize clothing, and provide loving human care to their neighbors and fellow citizens.

During the Katrina ordeal, most Americans saw our nation at one of its lowest moments with governments at all levels incapable of meeting what turned out to be an overwhelming wallop of a natural storm, combined with a lack of a plan for evacuation and rescue. But while it was a demonstration of America at its worst, it was also a demonstration of America at its best.

As government failed, its people did not.

As officials in charge often fretted over paperwork and proper forms to be filled out, ordinary citizens became extraordinary heroes simply by helping people and giving them hope.

In the weeks and months following Katrina’s devastating impact on our coastline, congressional hearings, news conferences, and endless inches of newspaper space were filled with second-guessing and blaming. As I sat and listened to the individuals rescued from New Orleans tell their personal stories, I was mindful that cameras could not record the greatest tragedy of Hurricane Katrina and later Hurricane Rita.

It was not the shattered buildings of glass, wood, and steel, or the flattened and flooded homes that brought stark reminders of the capacity of a killer storm. It was not even the images of National Guard troops patrolling American streets darkened without utilities, emptied except for an occasional looter. The real images were beyond the camera lenses, very deep inside the souls and hearts of the human beings whose lives had been shattered far worse than any window and whose frames of confidence had been bent worse than any steel girder.

As we saw victims of Hurricane Katrina overwhelmed by the unexpected storms and surges of water that washed away their hope, we also saw ourselves as likewise being vulnerable. We are reminded that in many ways we all live below sea level, surrounded by levees that we think will hold and that we trust to keep us safe. But whether the levees are those made by human hands with concrete and steel, or are the levees of our personal health, our jobs, the safety of our neighbors, our pension plan, or the confidence we have placed in our government, churches, banks, or other institutions, all of us indeed live below sea level and are but one breached levee away from devastation.

Sadly, for too many Americans, the levees have been breached, the water is pouring in, and they are rapidly losing real hope. When hope is lost, all is lost. The will to seek higher ground is rooted in hope that the present calamity is not a permanent condition.

America today is a deeply troubled nation. But its primary problem is not a political but a perspective problem. There are deep divisions in our nation as people feel an alienation between Democrat and Republican, urban and rural, heartland and coast. Some observers have simplified it, describing the division of red states and blue states. Today, much of the public discourse is well beyond spirited debate or even disagreement. It’s become true division as differences become lines of demarcation and even friends and family are separated from congenial fellowship because of a contentious factionalism.

The best moments that America has had were the moments in which Americans sacrificed their self-interest for the greater good of others. Our worst moments are when our self-absorption leads to a “me first” mind-set, robbing us of the “You-Nited States of America”—to what has become the “ME-Nited States of America.”

In my previous book, Quit Digging Your Grave with a Knife and Fork, I shared my personal pilgrimage of losing more than a hundred pounds and going from a classic “sofa spud” to a person who now runs two marathons a year and has given up traditional Southern fried foods and processed sugar. In that book, I candidly discussed my personal health journey and my secrets of succeeding at healthy living. I asserted then and now that the key to good behavior and a positive lifestyle is in identifying, confronting, and stopping bad behaviors and practices that are barriers to implementing good health habits.

In Part II of this book I’ve outlined twelve STOPs—not steps, but STOPs that need to be made before new and better choices and habits can be developed. Just as I needed to change my personal habits to regain my own health—so America must change its habits in order to regain its true greatness.

For this to happen, it’s not just a matter of steps we must take but rather STOPs we must make. In this book I will outline what those STOPs are and how they can help us build bridges instead of barriers and help restore the American spirit of hope. At the end of each chapter, there will be a list of action steps as a way to prime the pump for personal or civic action.

Several years ago, I was part of an organization to help develop grass-roots campaigns and encourage activists to get involved in their communities, states, and nation. It was called ACTION America and it stood for Activating Citizens To Impact Our Nation. I hope, as you complete each chapter, you will take steps to impact your world, and go from hope to higher ground.


PART II

12 STOPs to Restoring America’s Greatness


Chapter 1

STOP BEING CYNICAL

Cynicism is the worst enemy of optimism. It is worse than negativism. The negative person often yearns to believe something will be better, but is fearful that believing is a setup for disappointment. The cynic, however, is not a mere doubter but actually scoffs at virtue, honor, duty, and humility, believing they are signs of weakness or, worse, are mere facades of duplicity and insincerity.

The worst reporters with whom I’ve dealt are not obnoxious because they are skeptics but because they are cynics. Skepticism is an admirable quality in a journalist and a desirable trait for one who wishes to practice good reporting marked by balance and objectivity. The cynic, however, goes beyond merely asking questions and seeking facts, and begins from the premise that authority figures — whether they be politicians, corporate CEOs, religious leaders, or sports or entertainment celebrities — have ulterior motives for everything they say and do. In the eyes of the cynic the public official who visits a school and chats with children is merely looking for a photo op. The entertainer who speaks out against social injustice is simply attempting to garner publicity for her new film. And the religious leader who builds an orphanage is attempting to build an empire.

Americans respond best to a message that is optimistic and hopeful. Most of us will cross the finish line of life far better than we anticipated when we left the starting block. Our American experiences give us every reason to believe that things can and will get better.
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