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“Faith is the substance of things hoped for, the evidence of things not seen.”

New Testament, St. Paul, in Hebrews 11:1





1

TAKING THE LEAD

“Hope is definitely not the same thing as optimism. It is not the conviction that something will turn out well, but the certainty that something makes sense, regardless of how it turns out.”

Václav Havel

I don’t know about you, but I’m troubled by a lot of what I see and hear in America’s heartland. Every morning, it seems, I open the newspaper and read about some new scandal or outrage that sets me reeling. Government officials on the take. Public school teachers on the prowl. Professional athletes on the juice. Organized religion on the decline. Traditional nuclear families on the wane. And on and on. Even more troubling, it seems as though we can no longer trust what we read in the newspaper, or take in on the network or cable news programs, because the deceit and corruption have lately reached to the very institutions charged with watchdogging the public interest.

Of course, it doesn’t stop at our institutions. It reaches into the very heart of our communities—the folks next door who sometimes appear wired in ways that have nothing to do with the fundamental values with which most of us were raised. Indeed, as I put the finishing touches to these pages, I’m struggling to make sense out of the latest piece of bad behavior to surface in America’s backyard. And it’s not just America’s backyard; it’s mine; it took place in a small town less than an hour from the small town where I grew up. Perhaps by the time you read this it will have blown over, but I have a feeling this one will linger in our national conscience for a good long while.

Here’s what happened: A Tee-ball coach in Uniontown, Pennsylvania, was charged with offering one of his eight-year-old players $25 to hit a teammate in the face with a baseball in hopes that the targeted player—a mildly retarded autistic child—would be hurt badly enough to have to leave the game. See, in Uniontown as elsewhere, all Tee-ballers who show up for their team’s games must play at least three innings, and the boy’s coach thought this put his team at some kind of disadvantage. At first he thought it might be a good idea not to tell the player the time and place of the team’s first playoff game, but when that didn’t work he allegedly hit upon this plan to put the kid out of commission.

And the story gets worse. The coach’s “assassin” missed his target on the first throw and merely hit the kid in the groin, but the boy’s unsuspecting mother encouraged her son to shake it off and go right back onto the field, at which point a second ball hit him on the side of his face and ear, drawing blood and sending him to the sidelines. When I came across this headline, in June 2005, it struck me as just about the most unconscionable human act I could imagine—pure evil!—and yet upon reflection I feared it was emblematic of the win-at-all-costs, anything-goes mind-set that seems to have taken hold across this great land.

My goodness, our checks and balances are out of whack in this country, and our priorities so far out of line, that I sometimes have difficulty recognizing the world I’m living in. (Do you?) I set these thoughts to paper and catch myself wondering when halfhearted apologies started amounting to consequences; when law-abiding, God-fearing people began convincing themselves that shortcuts were the path to decency; and, when folks we’d always cast as role models started living down to their roles. Did I miss a memo? Was there a mass conference call, during which everyone agreed to toss aside traits like accountability and responsibility in favor of the attitude that justifies almost any action? Lord knows, I must have overlooked something, and at times I wonder where to look for the virtue I’m certain resides deep within us all. Like most people I know, I grew up believing that our principles were like currency, and that doing the right thing was the default option programmed into our hard drives, but these days those principles have so little to do with the heat and haste of our American way of life that you’d be hard-pressed to spot them at all in the stories behind each day’s scandalous headlines.

When did this happen? And, more to the point, what can we do about it? Well, I have some ideas, and they’re basic, and I mean to spend some time on them here. They reach back to this country’s roots, on the theory that you’ve got to approach each problem at its foundation. Consider: America is a special place because of our Founders’ vision. They believed that a nation could be built on the back of self-governance, that making laws didn’t necessarily give us the solutions that free markets and conscience-driven individuals would also provide. They believed in the limits of government as much as they did in the power of government. And they believed that a free market economy and a limited government would be supported by our shared Judeo-Christian ethics to provide a fundamental sense of duty and conscience to all American citizens. Indeed, our moral foundation continues to flow from the shared values that have been passed down for generations, and these values are simple, straightforward, and widely held: honesty, integrity, personal responsibility, faith, humility, accountability, compassion, forgiveness. They’re a part of us, whether or not we want to cop to them. What’s wrong with America is that on a societal level we have swung away from these fundamental values in a kind of mass crisis of conscience—it’s like a virus!—but it is up to each of us to change the tone and tenor of the country, to set right the moral pendulum in our own lives, and to swing that pendulum back in a more positive, more hopeful direction.

It is like a virus, and I’m afraid it’s spreading. A mechanic is treated rudely and unprofessionally by a telephone agent representing one of his local utilities. Unable to receive satisfaction or even simple courtesy in the exchange, he gets off the phone in a surly mood, and finds that he is short-tempered with the next customer to appear in his garage. There’s a cloud darkening his normally sunny disposition, and this next customer is unfortunately on the receiving end of it—and, also unfortunately, that next customer happens to be an emergency room physician’s assistant at the local hospital, and the ill temper rubs off on him as well. And so it goes, spreading through our neighborhoods like a contagion.

Right now, the cultural indicators are stacked against us. Just look at the number of broken families—in your own neighborhood and across our country. Look at the sex and violence on television, and in our popular music, and in the video games that have become so much a part of our children’s lives. Look at the number of corporate leaders under investigation, indictment, or conviction. Look at the suspect recruiting practices of college coaches, or the unbridled arrogance of professional athletes—on the field, in the locker room, and in their home communities. Look at the disturbing trend of politicians who genuinely hate each other because they wear different uniforms or hold opposing views. Look at the alarming rate of child abductions and domestic violence. Look at a system of public education that simply isn’t working. Look at our disaffected student population, desperate for guidance and attention. Look at all these things and know that they exist because of a lack of leadership. That’s what it comes down to, leadership, and once again it’s basic. For the most part, our leaders have not been standing up for America or sounding any kind of alarm. Heck, most of them haven’t been standing up at all, and this right here is the problem. For too long now, the folks who move and shake this country have been content to play the hands they’ve been dealt, instead of shuffling the cards and pulling for a better draw. The time has come and long gone for our leaders to rise and matter, to take a stand . . . for something.

IT’S ON US

Realize, it’s not only our most visible leaders, our elected officials, who are failing us. The failure runs across the board. Yes, we tend to lead from the top down, but we live and grow from the bottom up, so it’s not just on our senators and congressmen. It’s not just on our governors. It’s not just on our president, or his administration. It’s not just on our favorite movie stars and rock singers and flavor-of-the-month fashion designers. It’s also on us. It’s on our mechanics and mailmen and teachers and middle managers. It’s on our friends and neighbors.

It’s on me.

It’s on you.

This right here is what it comes down to. This right here is the bottom line of our societal decline. We can point fingers and lay blame and rail against our fading moral values and our rising tolerance for celebrity indiscretions, but we’ve got to look in the mirror and figure our own role in the mess. We’ve got to take some responsibility, to be honest with ourselves and consider whether we’ve done a single blessed thing to stand against the tides of indifference and insensitivity that have lately washed over American shores.

We are, all of us, greater than the sum of our parts. Or, at least, we all have the potential to be greater than the sum of our parts. In my case those parts can be traced directly to my mother and father. And that’s where my potential lies as well. Truth be told, that’s how it is for many of us. We draw a line from the men and women we’ve become to the men and women our parents tried to be, to the hopes they held out for us that first moment they cradled us in their arms. There’s no denying that line. It’s written all over us. Absolutely, we can trace everything about our present lives to the lives that shaped us, to the people who loved us and raised us, to the communities that held us close and kept us near. Without question, the most important gifts that my mother and father gave to me throughout my growing up were the values that came with their love and attention—the richest inheritance any parent can bequeath to a child, wouldn’t you agree? Most of us have been the intended beneficiaries of similar gifts. (What we’ve each chosen to do with those gifts is a whole other muddle.) In one way or another, they’re the same values parents have been trying to hand down to their children for generations, and the same values to which I alluded earlier. Honesty. Integrity. Personal responsibility. Faith. Humility. Accountability.

Being a good friend and neighbor.

Believing in ourselves.

Believing in something bigger than ourselves.

Leaving the world a better place for our being here.

Trusting in our fellow man.

I don’t mean to repeat myself or to beat a dead horse but I believe in all of these values, and a few more besides. I own them. And I’ve come to realize that they’re all I’ve got. They’re what I’m made of and who I am. And the thing of it is, I know in my bones that there are millions of Americans just like me. We’ve all got our own core values, our own hard-won belief systems, our own ties to family and community, our own sense of right and wrong. And yet despite all of this common, value-laden ground, we live in a time of profound societal drift. We send ourselves careening into our busy lives and lose sight of our foundation. These values are like a great, welling natural resource—regrettably, one that has gone largely untapped in recent years, by too many of us. All around the country, and in our subset communities, we seem to have inched away from these core values, and the cynics among us will tell us we’ll inch further still.

WHY LEGACY MATTERS

Look around and you’ll see what I mean, and while you’re at it take a good long look in the mirror. Let’s face it, too many of us embrace these core values in theory alone, because when the gun goes off and the race begins we’ve seen how easy it is to shed these values to lighten our moral load. In the mad scramble to get and keep ahead we invariably forget what it truly means to succeed, to matter, to make a difference. We play every day like we’re in the Super Bowl, like every decision, every action, every twist and turn will be all. But none of that matters. Well, strike that. It all matters, but it matters in a cumulative way, not in a big-play way, if you get the distinction. It matters in what we leave behind, in the legacy we manage to build on the backs of those decisions and actions and twists and turns. What matters is what my daughters are going to say about me after I’m gone, what they’re going to tell their grandchildren—not how much money I made or how many elections I won or how many deals I helped to close. All these things matter, too, don’t get me wrong, but at the end of the race they don’t seem to matter most of all, and it’s the most of all that I’m after here. It’s the most of all that defines us.

I fall into the same traps as most everybody else. I’m not here to suggest that I have all the answers—only to ask the right questions, and to keep asking the right questions until we begin to push each other to some kind of shared awareness. I’m so far from perfect I sometimes need a map to find it, but I’m on it. I’m trying. I’m doing everything I can, as opposed to as little as I can get away with, and this is all the difference. The effort. The doing. The taking care. Too often, I find, folks resign themselves to whatever they think fate has in store for them. They make mistakes, as we all do, but they really drop the ball when they choose to live with those mistakes, or to compound them with other missteps. I worry that our young people are looking over their shoulders at the world around and figuring there’s no profit in rocking the boat or shaking things up or taking any kind of stand—and it’s this very complacency that threatens our shared moral fiber.

Here’s just one example: I work with students in a leadership program at Ohio State, and they often wonder what the point is in making any kind of extra effort or going any kind of extra mile. They get to thinking the odds are stacked so long against them that there’s no point in reaching out to make any kind of difference, and this was brought home to me one day in class when one of the students suggested that all Martin Luther King, Jr., ever got for his troubles was a bullet. Another student chimed in with a story about her aunt, who railed against unfair business practices at her place of work and in return received a pink slip. Others checked in with their own tales of frustration and woe, and somewhere in the middle of the debate the mood of the room seemed to be that there was no profit in fighting our big institutions. Now, I hear this type of thinking enough times and I begin to realize how powerless our young people feel. They’re stymied, with no real idea how to move up and out and forward. Clearly, there’s a hopelessness out there that I’m afraid is insidious and I’m worried that if we don’t stand against it, and soon, we’ll be headed for even more desperate times. 

And so I try to impress on these students—our future, the seed corn of our society—that nothing good was ever accomplished with complacency. I remind them that change doesn’t just happen. I listen about their aunt who might have lost her job and help them to recast that proud woman as a role model, a real champion for change. I tell them about Martin Luther King and what he was able to build from his strength and vision. I help them find the points of connection, from how this great man was raised to how he lived, and to recognize that it’s the same line that reaches all the way back to the Bible. That’s what was so brilliant about Martin Luther King. He captured the notion that if we stand on principle—God’s principle, that all men are created equal and that we will not respond with violence against those who are violent—then the righteousness of our cause will ultimately prevail.

I don’t wish to be the voice of doom here, and I certainly don’t mean to suggest that Western civilization is lost and hopeless. Not at all. There’s an awful lot that’s right and good about the way we live and work. It’s like there’s a hole in the dam, and if we don’t tend to it the dam is going to burst. Think once again of our young people and you’ll get what I mean. Think of the images and impulses that have been raining down on them for as long as they can remember. Think of the world we’ve made for them and the one they’re about to sustain. Somehow, they’ve gotten the message that it’s okay for professional athletes to climb into the stands and pummel unruly fans, for gangster rappers to denigrate women and celebrate violence in the name of sales, and for the bottom line to measure the sum total of how we live. It’s no wonder they’re jaded, and confused. You would be, too, if all you knew was that Paris Hilton is rich and famous for no good reason but the confluence of birth and reality television, and that baseball player Rafael Furcal is allowed to drive under the influence without immediate punishment because his team is in a pennant race and a judge allows himself to be persuaded in the court of public opinion to let his sentencing slide until the end of the season, and that politicians can purposefully mislead their constituents on the staggering public debt that threatens our nation’s financial security and still be reelected.

THE (AGONIZING) THRILL OF VICTORY

Like I said, our priorities are out of whack, and we need look no further than the hopeful exceptions to this truth to see how far we’ve actually strayed. You’ll find as you read along that I sometimes look to the world of sports to help me make a point—probably because there’s no richer, more illustrative arena for stories involving good guys and bad guys. It’s all about winning and losing, and in that context it’s easy to spot the tension between bending or breaking the rules and upholding them. It’s clear-cut. In sports, the space between honor and dishonor is sometimes measured in fractions of a second, or a couple of inches, and as cultural indicators go there’s no better gauge on who we are, what we do, how we live, and why it all matters. Take golf. Goodness, what a beautiful game. In golf, you can find all kinds of useful life lessons. Every golfer lives and dies by the same set of rules, I don’t care if you’re Tiger Woods or a weekend duffer on your local public course. And yet within those rules there’s some wiggle room, and that’s where we get ourselves into trouble.

Davis Love III offered a compelling lesson when he was competing for our country in the Ryder Cup. For a golfer, that’s the closest thing to heaven. There he was, battling it out on the 18th hole, even up, and what did he do? Well, as bad luck would have it, he drove the ball into the rough, and this is where some of that wiggle room entered into it. In golf, there are rules that allow you to reposition yourself or your ball by a club length in certain circumstances, and here Davis Love III was legitimately allowed to stretch out and hit the ball with his feet positioned on a drainage pipe and thereby move his ball from the heavy rough to the lighter rough, giving him an easier shot. But he didn’t do it. Understand, he was playing for the honor of his country. It was the 18th hole. The Cup was on the line. The match was tied. Each stroke was huge. But Davis Love III chose not to stretch out and take advantage of the rule because he thought it violated the spirit of sportsmanship. It would have given him an edge he didn’t feel he deserved, so he played the ball where it lay and hoped for the best. (How about that!) As it happened, Love made par and tied the hole, and I looked on at home and thought, Man, isn’t this something! To give up an edge just because it wasn’t sporting and to still hold on under tremendous pressure, with your entire country pulling for you . . . it was a selfless, noble act. Wonderful. Pure. Maybe even a little bit heroic. And it made a giant impression on me.

Another golf story. Tom Lehman is one of the best golfers on the tour, and a Christian man. In June 1996, playing the U.S. Open at the Oakland Hills Country Club, he found himself in the final round of play, walking the 17th fairway with his good friend Steve Jones, another Christian man. Both were among the leaders. It was the second consecutive year that Lehman played in the final pair at the U.S. Open, itself a significant accomplishment, and he would go on to play in the finals in the next two Opens as well, and here he famously cited Bible verses about strength and character and purpose to the man he was battling for the tournament. Imagine: You’re Steve Jones, chasing your first major, and you’re just back from a dirt-bike injury that cost you three years on the tour; your tournament is on the line, and your opponent is lifting you up with a verse from Joshua 1:9:

“Be strong and courageous. Do not be discouraged or afraid, for the Lord your God will be with you wherever you go.”

Pretty amazing, right? And yet that’s precisely what Tom Lehman was doing, sharing these inspiring words. So what did he do? Well, he hit his ball into the bunker, while Steve Jones, the man on the receiving end of Lehman’s good counsel, drove the green and captured the championship. Think for a moment how incredible that must have been, for Tom Lehman to share those powerful words with Steve Jones, just as Moses once shared them with Joshua. At the time, I would have probably been saying a silent prayer that Steve Jones would drive his ball into the drink, but I’ve tried to learn from Tom Lehman on this one, because he was able to put the competition into perspective. He was able to communicate by his actions that sportsmanship matters, that fellowship matters, that character matters. Really,  that’s what it comes down to.

And the story didn’t end there, because a couple months later, Jones found himself paired with another active Christian, Paul Stankowski, in the final round at the Kapalua International, and on the 17th tee he started quoting Joshua 1:9 to his opponent. (I’m telling you, this virus concept is catching, don’t you think?) Fittingly, this time it was Stankowski who was lifted to victory, and he later told a reporter it was “a neat deal, that someone under the gun, trying to beat my brains in, is trying to offer me courage.”

A neat deal? Man oh man, you better believe it! And here’s the capper. Later that same year, Lehman found himself battling it out for the British Open and this time found the strength and courage in himself to take the title, and I’d like to think he deserved the victory—but of course he’d have probably said that his actions at Oakland Hills had nothing to do with his British Open win, even as it spoke volumes about the man and the kind of competitor he was.

I know it pains most duffers to admit it, but there’s more to life than golf—and there’s more to sports than just winning. Just ask Steve Jones, the guy who took Tom Lehman’s generosity and generously passed it on. “I’ve never prayed to win,” Jones said after his victory. “Tom Lehman hasn’t either. I think that’s the totally wrong attitude. What Christians should be praying for is to glorify God, no matter what happens.”

Amen.

One final golf story—this one from my old congressional district, at Ohio’s Mount Gilead High School. Adam Van Houten, a sixteen-year-old sophomore, was in position to win a Division II state golf championship when he realized that his playing partner had reported an incorrect score for Van Houten on the 10th hole on the second day of play. Van Houten usually kept his unofficial score on a slip of paper, but there were high winds on this second day of play and the paper was carried off by a breeze at some midpoint in the round. Without his own scorecard as corroboration, Van Houten signed his partner’s scorecard, and it wasn’t until later, as he was replaying the round in his mind, that he realized he had shot a 6 on the 10th hole instead of the 5 his partner had noted, giving him a 74 for the round instead of the 75 he deserved. Even so, the 75 would have combined with his 70 from the opening round to place him comfortably in the lead, so it appeared the “honest” mistake would have no impact on the championship.

But Van Houten knew he had to report the correct score, even though by doing so he would be disqualified. “I knew I was going to win,” he said later, “and I knew what would happen when they found out. But I never considered not telling them. I could never live with myself.”

He went to his coach with his dilemma, and together they approached the on-site representatives of the Ohio High School Athletic Association. As expected, Van Houten was disqualified, although the tournament officials offered high praise for his integrity. “As a teacher and a coach for twenty years, I’ve never seen a situation remotely close to anyone showing this much character,” Van Houten’s coach later told reporters. “He knew he was going to lose the state championship. It makes me so proud he’s on my golf team. I’ll never look at the kid the same way again.”

The kicker here is that Van Houten would have won the tournament by six strokes—even without the extra stroke saved on his partner’s scorecard. He could have kept quiet and still known in good conscience that he didn’t gain any advantage by the error. And no one would have known. But that wasn’t how this kid was cut.

It all comes back to character, don’t you think? It’s key. In my first book, Courage Is Contagious, I celebrated the under-the-radar accomplishments of ordinary people doing extraordinary things to change the face of America, and here I might suggest that character is contagious as well. After all, it’s not just our negatives that can spread like a virus, but we can catch each other’s virtues as well. Let’s hope character is contagious, because we would all do well to catch a good dose of it and pass it on—like Tom Lehman to Steve Jones to Paul Stankowski. Sadly, it strikes us as extraordinary when we come across a person of character these days, but it should be the norm, and I don’t want to lower the bar so much that we start celebrating what is merely expected of us. 

The problem with character is that we’ve allowed our popular culture to redefine it for us. What’s held out as an ideal for one generation is rejected by the next, and those of us looking to toe some sort of line are left scratching our heads and wondering how those lines keep getting redrawn. But I choose to believe that character—true character—is written on our souls. It’s timeless. It’s in our bones. How else to explain how we know what we know? The Bible tells us not to kill, and not to covet our neighbor’s wife, and not to take the Lord’s name in vain, but there’s a whole lot more that we know without being told. The difference between right and wrong, justice and injustice, honor and dishonor, virtue and vice. We don’t need to be told these things, or to read it in the Good Book, to know them for ourselves, instinctively, and yet more and more I see otherwise well-intentioned folks looking the other way from what they know to be right and good and true.

A STUDY IN CHARACTER

On a societal level, it sometimes seems we don’t have the first idea how to stem the flow of bad behavior. Government regulators climb all over each other to install tougher rules and regulations to curb the greed and malevolence of some of our corporate leaders, but rules can never be a substitute for character. That’s a line I stole from former Federal Reserve Chairman Alan Greenspan, who cautioned that excessive regulation risks ancillary damage by discouraging risk taking. He’s right, it will. We can’t legislate character any more than we can require a creative spirit of entrepreneurship among our business leaders. You’ve either got it, or you don’t, and no law or regulation is going to help you on this one. We can’t fix corporate America or cure the ills in any other aspect of our society simply by drafting a new set of rules to tell us what we should already know for ourselves. We know the difference between ethical behavior and unethical behavior, even as there are some among us who seem intent on blurring the lines. We know we shouldn’t be skimming monies from our employees’ pension accounts, or subverting shareholder interests for short-term personal gain. We know not to inject ourselves with banned substances to gain a competitive advantage on the playing field. We know that our fiduciary responsibilities are inviolate and that to shrink from them is unconscionable. We know that our commitment to marriage and family should supersede any selfish impulses in pursuit of some other happiness. And yet we stray from what we know, from time to time—not all the time, mind you, but often enough to suggest an alarming trend.

Most alarming of all, perhaps, is what has happened in our political arena. For me, after nine terms in Congress and a stalled bid for the 2000 Republican presidential nomination, this hits especially close to home. What troubles me here is the way we’ve developed an us-versus-them mentality in government. There no longer appears to be any room for healthy debate or considered differences of opinion. I don’t know whether to pin this one on talk radio, or twenty-four-hour cable news channels, or bloggers passing themselves off as political pundits, or on the politicians themselves. Or maybe it’s because of our disturbingly short national attention span. Whatever it is, we have poisoned our political system to where it’s all about what uniform you’re wearing. Perhaps this trend can be traced to a lack of leadership that might encourage dialogue across party lines. What we lack are statesmen who put country first and party second, leaders who stand on principle, who can reach agreement when possible and fight with dignity and compassion when necessary. And yet we’ve been reduced to thinking that everything the opposing party does is suspect and that everything our own party does is honorable, and we have lost the ability to build consensus or to seek middle ground. 

In Washington today, it’s all about finding and maintaining some type of edge and forging alliances that cut only along party lines—and the same holds true in politics at the state level. It’s all black-and-white, with no shades of gray. And, lately, it’s become personal. Good people allow themselves to be chased from office because they don’t want the opposition to come gunning for them, and at the other end there’s little incentive for men and women of character to seek public office when doing so puts them in such a vitriolic line of fire.

I served in Congress for eighteen years, and I could rail against our present political system for eighteen more—and yet it’s only with perspective that I have come to understand the deep-seated resentment and frustration that people feel toward their elected officials, and to recognize that a good deal of it is justified. Frankly, I share some of that frustration. I shudder when Democrats and Republicans attempt to deal with the coming generational crises that threaten American stability by adhering to their own party platforms. I cringe when my good friend checks into the hospital on an outpatient basis for a partial knee replacement and is presented with a $31,000 bill, because our  health care costs have run so far away from any kind of sensible economic scale that no partisan approach could ever confront the problem. And I bristle when well-read, educated people reach out to me after one of my speeches and wonder how America will survive the next four years if their presidential candidate doesn’t get elected, because our campaigns have lately been painted with such broad, do-or-die strokes that even well-read, educated folks are moved to think the future of their unborn grandchildren hangs in the balance.

I can remember being in the Congress in 1994, sitting on the House floor as Pat Schroeder walked by. Pat was a liberal Democrat from Colorado whom I happened to like. I haven’t seen much of her lately, but I like her, because I have regard for people who don’t think the way I think. Just so you think, that’s all I ask. Take a stand. I don’t care what you stand for, but stand for something. Believe in it, and work toward it, and talk me into it if you can. That’s how it was with Pat Schroeder and me, as it was with me and many of my Democratic colleagues throughout my political career. Remember, the Democrats were in the majority at that time, and right or wrong it was seen as somewhat unusual for politicians of different stripes to have a friendly conversation on the House floor, but that’s precisely what we did. Pat had just had a hearing on one of my bills and passed it out of her committee, so we had a few things to kick around, and after we’d parted a few freshman Republicans came up to me and wondered what that was all about.

“How could you talk to that woman?” one of them asked.

It was as if I’d been found guilty of treason—or, at least, caught with my hand in some partisan cookie jar. I couldn’t believe what I was hearing. “What’s wrong with you?” I shot back. “Pat Schroeder is not the enemy. This isn’t war. She’s one of your colleagues.”

“But she’s a liberal Democrat,” came the sheepish reply.

These newly minted Republican congressmen couldn’t even grasp what I was trying to say to them, that’s how foreign it was to their way of thinking, and I didn’t fault them as much as I did the system they were about to enter. They were perhaps too green to know any better—but how to explain the veteran congressmen who felt the same way? And furthermore, how to explain that it’s gotten worse, in the dozen or so years since this exchange took place?

I’ll tell you another strange-bedfellows-type story, as long as we’re on it. Long before he became governor, Arnold Schwarzenegger called me up toward the end of Bill Clinton’s second term as president, and asked me to meet with a friend of his named Bono. He said he doubted I would have heard of this guy, even though the CD carousel in my car was filled with his music. I laughed at Arnold, but agreed to meet with Bono, even though I was always wary of so-called celebrity experts on public policy issues. Bono wanted my help on debt relief for Africa, which was a big issue for him at the time and had always been a big issue for me. So we met, and I agreed to help him, and I took Bono to Capitol Hill, where one of his greatest champions became Jesse Helms. What a coalition we put together: Chris Dodd, Pat Leahy, Jesse Helms, Rick Santorum, and myself, and many others, basically covering the waterfront on the political spectrum.

In the course of working on this issue, I helped put together a meeting with religious leaders over at the White House. I invited Pat Robertson to attend. Pat told me he had not visited the White House since Clinton became president, and I soon learned that Clinton’s staff wanted to keep it that way.  At one point, they actually asked me to disinvite Robertson, who had been highly critical of Clinton, to which I said, “Well, then I won’t show up.” The staffer went in and cautiously advised the President that Pat Robertson was scheduled to attend the meeting, and the President looked at him hopefully and said, “Do you think he might come?”

The meeting took place, and we were of all stripes: rabbis, priests, ministers, Irish rock ’n’ rollers, Midwestern congressmen . . . The meeting was a success, and at the end I could see Pat Robertson and Bill Clinton yukking it up at the front of the room, and I turned to that anxious staffer and said, “Now do you believe in miracles?”

Good politics shouldn’t be about us or them. It shouldn’t be about winning or losing. Good politics should be about doing. If you win, that’s great. If you lose, that’s okay, too, as long as you’ve worked tirelessly for your ideas and your ideals. As long as you’ve done something—because, here again, the accomplishment is in the doing. It’s in the effort, the taking care. Talk to a successful businessperson and he or she will tell you their version of the same thing. They’ll tell you they’re not searching for profits but for excellence. Build the best widget, design the best system, offer the best customer service and the profit will come. Run the tightest ship and you’re less likely to spring a leak. In politics, if you’re always searching for votes you’re a panderer. Ultimately, you get the votes because you stand for something. In business, if you’re always searching for excellence you’re an industry leader and it’s clear to all what it is you stand for: quality, achievement, value. Ultimately, you get the business because you’ve earned it.

KEEPING FAITH

Two subjects central to this discussion, of course, are religion and family, so let’s make room for them here. Just so you know where I come from on these fronts, I was an altar boy as a child, a card-carrying Catholic from a small, working-class, church-abiding community. (More on this a bit later on.) It’s unbelievable and unacceptable to me that the Catholic Church has not been completely accountable for the various scandals that have enveloped it. The molestation and sexual abuse charges. The duplicity. It’s enough to drive a mailman’s son from McKees Rocks, Pennsylvania, to question his faith—until I realize that we must separate the church from the individuals who presume to be in charge. People come and go, priests come and go, but it’s the religion that matters. It’s the religion that sustains us. I would never force another individual to believe what I believe, but I feel strongly that we all need to believe in something greater than ourselves, and I also maintain that once we define that something we need to invest in it wholeheartedly. Not in the people who preach it or administer it but in the belief itself.

Another thing you’ll find as you read along in these pages is that I like to circle my various points to where I can bring things around and sound a resonant theme. In this case, my circling takes me back to golf—because, after all, religion is a lot like golf, don’t you think? (No, I don’t suppose you do, but stay with me and you’ll see what I mean.) There are a whole mess of rules in most every religion, just as there are a whole mess of rules in golf. If you tee off and you hit it out of bounds, you tee off again. You take your stroke penalty and move on. But golf is not about the rules. When you sit down and talk about your latest round, you don’t talk about the rules. The rules are simply taken for granted—and you abide by them, for the most part. You don’t give your ball a more favorable lie. You don’t grab a new ball from your golf bag to replace the one you lost in the woods without taking a stroke penalty. In any case, you aren’t meant to do these things, although there are exceptions to even these rules. Once, I was playing with a good friend of mine who didn’t take the rules as seriously as the rest of us in our foursome, so I good-naturedly called out to him and said, “Hey, you’re not supposed to move your ball.” To which he good-naturedly replied, “Hey, you’re not supposed to be looking.”

My point here is that the rules of golf are not the object of the whole enterprise. They’re not what golfers dwell on. They dwell on the game itself, on the enjoyment they derive from it, the relaxation, the camaraderie, the competition, the fulfillment of a well-played round. Once again—the doing, the taking care. The same holds for religion. It’s not about the don’ts; it’s about the dos. It’s not about the judgment; it’s about the grace. It’s not about the downside; it’s about the upside. It’s not about our faults; it’s about our potential. And the great thing about religion is that it’s shot through with second chances. Come clean, own up to your mistakes, resolve to do a better job the next time out, and all is forgiven. It’s like a spiritual mulligan, a do-over, an opportunity to start anew.

Is it necessary for an individual to be a religious person in order to be an ethical or moral person? On an individual basis, probably not, but in a large, sprawling society I think it’s essential. Anyway, that’s my view. Without a calling to some higher authority, without a belief in something bigger than ourselves, we’ll never figure things out. I look on the Bible as a kind of spiritual roadmap, offering a constant touchstone that can help me withstand the ebb and flow of contemporary society, pointing me in directions that ought to be intuitive. Even better, it’s like a blueprint. Anybody can build a crooked house, but to do it right you need that blueprint. You need that foundation. And it’s easy enough to get confused, sorting through our mass media and popular culture. We are, at bottom, a country built on the principles of Christianity and Judaism, and yet we make abundant room for Muslims, Buddhists, Hindus, and believers of every other faith. Good for us. Good for all of us. Whoever you are, and whatever your beliefs, you can come and live among us. 

We’ve tightened up our borders a bit, since September 11, 2001, and in some communities our tolerance thresholds have been challenged as we attempt to coexist with our Arab friends, but America’s open-door, melting-pot, inclusive approach remains essentially intact: You can build your temples here. You can enjoy our American way of life. You can buy into the same deal, same as anybody else, but for the whole lot of us to survive and thrive as a pulsing, booming society there needs to be that religious foundation, and there ought to be some uniformity within that foundation. Clearly, our Founding Fathers recognized this as well—celebrating our Judeo-Christian principles in our Constitution, in our Pledge of Allegiance, in our currency, and in virtually every significant building block of our American foundation. The Jewish and Christian religions that flow from these principles give us our shared conscience, and provide an essential bulwark for any free and dynamic society.

FAMILY TIES

As foundations go, not a one stands as strong as the American family, although recent developments suggest I should temper this one a bit to state that not a one has the potential to stand as strong as the American family. I think we’d all agree that there has been a steady erosion of the importance of family in our me-first, get-it-while-you-can society, and hand in hand with that erosion is a sharp increase in the national divorce rate and a steep decline in what politicians have taken to calling family values. But what are family values, after all, if not a harking back to a simpler, more innocent time, when our lives weren’t so chaotic, and our choices far less likely to get us into trouble? I grew up in a time and place where it was okay for a kid to hop on his bike first thing in the morning, ride down to the schoolyard, and spend the entire day bouncing from one unplanned activity or encounter to the next, until the sun started to sink low and it was time to pedal home for dinner. And yet times have changed, and I don’t think you’d find too many parents in too many communities who allow their children the same kind of autonomy. These days, our kids’ lives are so heavily programmed and supervised it’s a wonder they ever learn to think for themselves. It’s the lament of nearly every parent I know with young children, that their family dynamic is built around short car pool rides to dance-art-music-karate-soccer-gymnastics lessons and that there never seems to be any time for anything else. No chance to just sit and talk, or think, or read. Not enough time for our children to daydream, or to amuse themselves. Sometimes it seems that parents, particularly working parents, have become so busy that they measure their success as parents by their availability to drive those dance-art-music-karate-soccer-gymnastics car pools. Fathers playing catch with sons? You can just forget about it in a great many American households, unless it’s a scheduled activity, with a reminder tacked to the kitchen bulletin board, to be done in the company of dozens of other harried fathers and sons on a town field.

And what about our families wracked by divorce, or desertion, or disinterest? How can we go about fixing these broken homes when so many of us can’t even manage to get it right in our intact, nuclear households? It’s enough to get you to throw up your hands in despair, and yet we press on, because we are a resilient lot, and because we are steadfastly determined to get it right for the sake of our children. That next generation is always a powerful motivator. I know in my case, I started looking at the world through a different lens once I became a father. I got around to it fairly late, and when I finally did I caught myself second-guessing a lot of my decisions, and wondering how my actions might make me look to my kids. Big things and small, it’s all about setting an example, and taking the lead, so I make sure to keep my seat belt on even when I’m in the driveway, and I make sure to treat people decently, even when it’s one of those telemarketers who seem always to interrupt us during dinner. Don’t tell your daughters one thing and do something else, I’ve learned, because they don’t care what you say; they care what you do, and they remember what you do, and they learn from what you do. Oh, you better believe it.

Our children are the greatest equalizers in the world. They keep us honest, and striving. Or, at least, they should. I often joke that we should live our lives as if there were some sort of mommy-cam or daddy-cam jury-rigged to record our every move, so that we would at all times conduct ourselves as if we were being watched by our children, but I’ll let you in on a little secret: It’s no joke. I’m serious. We should live like we’re being monitored, because we are. We are being watched. We are setting an example. We are being judged.

Lately, I catch myself wondering how much of what people say in their eulogies is actually true, and it occurs to me that we would all do well to make it our business that at least three-quarters of the nice things people say about us after we’re gone should be somewhat accurate. That seems like an attainable goal—and a lofty objective.

I think in this context of a guy like Stephen Ambrose, the great historian who fell from public esteem at the tail end of his notable career. Remember him? He wrote books about Custer and Crazy Horse and World War II. Prize-winning, best-selling, critically acclaimed histories that cast him as a true chronicler of the American experience. I’ve got his books stacked all the way to my ceiling, I thought they were just marvelous, and then I picked up the paper one day and read about how he’d been charged with plagiarizing his material. I picked up another paper the next day and there were new charges of same, and my first thought was, What am I going to do with all these books? And it wasn’t just Ambrose. For a while there, a number of prominent writers and historians were made to deflect similar allegations, including Doris Kearns Goodwin—a Harvard Ph.D. whose incisive accounts of the Kennedys and the Roosevelts and the Red Sox put her on the best-seller list, and whose apparent failure to footnote certain passages put her on the defensive.

In Goodwin’s case, she seemed to salvage a good deal of her reputation by copping to the charges against her in what ways she could. She called herself sloppy and lazy. She admitted to paraphrasing certain material, and neglecting to credit some of her sources, and readers and fellow scholars seemed to want to cut her some slack. Ambrose wasn’t so lucky. He died of lung cancer soon after all those charges were brought against him, and his reputation was perhaps permanently stained. There was a prominent obituary upon his death, and it was a beautiful tribute except for one sentence, and as I read it I wondered, How much would his family have given to take out that one sentence? What would Ambrose himself have given? Indeed, how much would all of these people pay to turn back the clock and undo their mistakes and missteps and miscalculations? To reclaim whatever it was that their parents or grandparents tried to teach them? To uphold the values that at one time or another had upheld them?

MAKING A DIFFERENCE

I went into politics for one basic reason: to change the world. It sounds like a line, and in some respects I suppose it is, but it’s also the God’s honest truth. I didn’t go into it to become a wheel in some well-oiled party machine. The Republican Party was my vehicle, not my master. That’s not what drove me. What drove me then and what continues to drive me now are ideas. Issues and ideas. Doing the right thing. Being heard. Making a difference. I was elected to the Congress of the United States at the age of thirty, and many of the people I grew up with didn’t know what to make of me because politics was such a tarnished profession. In fact, I went to one of my high school reunions at some point during my tenure in Congress, and this one guy walked up to me and said, “Hey, Johnny, I voted for you as most likely to succeed. What the hell happened?”

It was, I thought at the time, a good question, and I ask my own version of same as I consider the world we’ve all made for our children. What the hell happened? We’ve increased our federal deficit by hundreds of billions of dollars, adding to the trillions of our national debt. We’ve blown an opportunity to take some of our surpluses and put them to work saving some of our biggest, most essential social programs. We’ve let Social Security deteriorate to where more eighteen-year-olds believe they stand a better chance of seeing a UFO in their lifetime than a Social Security check. We’ve seen health care costs spiral out of control, and unconscionable legal fees scare honest, hardworking folks from starting or sustaining their own businesses. It’s downright depressing if we don’t look at the bigger picture, and the bigger picture is this: What goes around comes around. For every valley, there’s a peak. Everything’s on a pendulum, folks, and it’s only a matter of time before fate and fortune swing back in our favor. We need look no further than our recent history to remind ourselves that such swings are the nature of the American beast. Everything old is new again. Our slumps will replace themselves with hot streaks—provided we grab hold and do what we can to swing the pendulum back in a more positive direction.

Right now, as I stated at the outset, I believe we’re in a leadership slump. That’s just how it is, but it won’t be this way forever. We’ll elect and appoint new leaders and they will rise to the occasion. People say there will never be another Franklin Roosevelt, but there will be another Franklin Roosevelt. There are only a few folks still around who felt the full effects of the Great Depression, but a whole lot of us were alive to take in some of the ripple effects. You might think your 401(k) took a hit when the bubble burst on all those Internet stocks, but that was nothing up against the Depression. People jumping out of buildings. People unable to get their money out of their banks. People looking desperation in the eye and not liking what came back in the reflection. I can never shake the image of my father and his brother—my Uncle George, who later became a guidance counselor and who had a tremendous positive influence on thousands of kids—going to school in clothes fashioned from old flour sacks, that’s how hard the Depression shook our family tree. And yet Franklin Roosevelt got up on that stage at his first Inaugural and delivered a line that’s as appropriate today as it was back then: “There’s nothing to fear but fear itself.” That was leadership.

Roosevelt knitted together perfect strangers who all became part of a single American family. You’ve heard your fathers and your grandfathers tell you about going to the store with no money in their pockets and putting their purchases on a tab, but there was rarely any tab. These store owners carried their longtime customers because it was the right thing to do, and because Franklin Roosevelt empowered and emboldened them to do so. Because he made us feel we were all a part of the same family. Working together. Struggling together. Succeeding together.

Franklin Roosevelt led us through the Depression, and then he took us through a world war with the same unflagging principles. In 1939, when Hitler invaded Poland, 95 percent of the American people said it was none of our business. Heck, there were even people inside the Roosevelt administration who suggested we make a deal with Hitler. Can you imagine what the world would look like today had we made a deal with Hitler? It’s unthinkable, and yet we came through that Depression and that world war and we emerged as the most powerful nation in the history of the world. That’s leadership. That’s courage, and vision. And that’s inspiring people to a higher purpose.

Back to sports again, for just a beat. I can’t write about that time in American history without invoking Jesse Owens, the dazzling runner. There’s a monument to him outside Ohio Stadium, and he is always very much on the minds of the folks in my hometown, so he stands front and center as I write this. You want to talk about leadership? This was a guy who stood up to Adolf Hitler in those Olympic games in Berlin, and showed the world what it meant to be free. He didn’t pump his fist in the air, or gyrate his hips, or showboat like some of today’s athletes. He just went out and got it done, and in so doing he made a powerful statement that shook the world.

Now, consider what passes for leadership in some parts of the world today. The spiritual head of Hamas, the radical Palestinian group, sends a woman (the mother of two children) on a suicide bombing mission in a busy Israeli square. She wears a belt filled with dynamite, and also with bullets and screws so that when she exploded she could kill more people. Not soldiers, but innocent men and women. And children. This made headlines the same week we celebrated Martin Luther King’s birthday in this country, and I had a hard time considering the one without the other. The violence against the nonviolence. The swing of the pendulum that will inevitably swing back our way once more. King wrote, “No law of man that does not square with the law of God is moral.” He wrote this from a Birmingham jail cell, and in the same missive he vowed not to return violence with violence, and when he was released from jail he marched. His supporters complained that they were being beaten and gassed, but still he marched, and in so doing he offered the kind of inspirational leadership and determination that ultimately connected with our shared sense of decency and justice. And all across the country, in white suburban America, people took up King’s cause. We demanded change on the strength of his leadership.

And, always, I look at my hero. Ronald Reagan. He was unbelievable, and one of a kind. Character. Principle. Walked the lonely road. Challenged Americans to make their own difference. Recall that when he first came into office he was succeeding a president who told Americans to beat the gas crisis by riding their bicycles to work, to beat the oil shortage by wearing a sweater. Reagan took one look around and essentially said, “What are you guys, nuts?” Interest rates were out of control. Inflation was out of control. The Cold War against the Russians was at its zenith. So what did he do? He sent Jeane Kirkpatrick to the United Nations and delivered a powerful message that the rest of the world was not going to kick America around anymore. He cut marginal rates. And he took on the Soviet Union. He called them the “Evil Empire.” His advisors said, “Mr. President, that’s not good politics. That’s not good diplomacy.” And Reagan just chuckled and said it anyway.
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