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INTRODUCTION



HOW TO FIGHT FEARLESSLY FOR PROGRESSIVE CHANGE


January 6, 2021, was a terrible day.


History may show that November 18, 2022, was even worse.


Everyone knows about January 6. It was a noisy, public attempt—embraced increasingly by Republican leaders—to prevent the peaceful transfer of power between elected Presidential Administrations for the first time in American history.


Few know about November 18. It also was an attack on our democracy, but more subtle. On that day, a shadowy religious organization filed a lawsuit before an obscure, Christian nationalist Federal judge who had been groomed by the far right to undermine the U.S. Constitution’s guarantees of civil rights. Although constructed specifically to eliminate American women’s freedom to obtain safe non-surgical abortions—a freedom I had helped secure 30 years earlier—their new courtroom gambit is aimed to undermine the legal principles that support virtually every other national civil right established during the past hundred years. Freedom of speech, food safety, child labor prohibitions, gay marriage, even the right to buy contraceptives or to marry someone of a different race, all are now threatened by the operatives who carried out this scheme.


The January 6 coup failed. For now.


The November 18 coup might yet succeed.


Which is why—on February 16, 2023, after months of growing horror as the legal scholars I consulted validated my fears—I took to the floor of the U.S. Senate to expose the renegade jurist and stop the coup against the Constitution.


It was a wet, dreary day in Washington, DC. But inside the United States Capitol, I was heated and I was clear.


“His name is Judge Matthew Kacsmaryk,” I told my Senate colleagues, introducing many for the first time to the conservatives’ newest would-be insurrectionist. “A lifelong right-wing activist. A partisan ideologue. An anti-abortion zealot who was hand-picked by Donald Trump and the Federalist Society to feign impartiality on the bench and deliver favorable rulings on the cases his fellow right-wing ideologues funnel his way.


“In a matter of days,” I warned, “he will issue a ruling on a case so absurd and meritless that it did not deserve a single breath of argument in his courtroom.… If we allow it, Kacsmaryk’s ruling could deal the next devastating blow to the right to privacy in America, and the right of all women to control their own bodies. Not just in Texas, but in all 50 states.”


On the surface, I had only one instrument to play: my voice, performed before a half-empty chamber and a C-SPAN viewership in the low triple digits. Underneath my vocals, though, I had an entire orchestra and a well-arranged score. After 50 years as a citizen-activist, I knew how to mobilize backup players across the political, media, and advocacy landscape and give them room to riff, especially when you need a bigger audience than the one in the room. And when you’re taking on The New Establishment—which today isn’t the dense military-industrial complex of my youth that had killed tens of thousands of young Americans by waging an unnecessary and unwinnable war in Vietnam, but a MAGA infrastructure that had bent the Republican Party to its will, corrupted the judiciary, and confirmed a theocratically sectarian U.S. Supreme Court majority—you need a bigger audience.


My counsel to my Senate colleagues on February 16 was succinct and, to traditionalists, shocking. “Here’s what must happen if and when Judge Kacsmaryk issues his nationwide injunction,” I said. “President Biden and the FDA must ignore it.”
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It takes gall for a senior United States Senator to call on the rest of the Government to ignore a Federal judge, one of the pillars of our democratic system. But when the system is being abused and twisted to do wrong—to harm people you have taken an oath to serve—there is no other option. This was not a decision I took lightly, but it was the culmination of a life spent showing up, working hard, and trying every day not just to do good, but to do right.


My name is Ron Wyden. I am Oregon’s senior Senator after 43 years in Congress. I’m the second most senior Democrat in the U.S. Senate. I chair one of the Federal Government’s most powerful bodies, the Senate Finance Committee, which oversees taxes, trade and tariffs, Social Security and Medicare, health policy, and the overall economic well-being of the United States. I’ve written laws that injected $1 trillion in new wealth into the global economy, improved Americans’ access to quality health care, stopped malfeasant insurance companies from abusing the elderly, and begun the overdue process of reversing deadly climate change. I am the ultimate insider.


My name is Ron Wyden. I am a child of immigrants. At the ripe age of 25, I was one of the first full-time activists for senior citizens in the United States. By 27, I was among the nation’s youngest authorities on Medicare. I got to Congress by defeating an entrenched, disengaged incumbent in my own party’s primary, 38 years before another determined young insurgent, Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez, did the same, uncommon, feat. If I can do it, and she can do it, you can do it. I am the consummate outsider.


My name is Ron Wyden. Every day I get up and try to fix the world—a vocation we Jews call tikkun olam. But you know what? If you’re reading this book, then regardless of your race, religion, or background, tikkun olam is your occupation, too. So I’m going to show you how to fix your world, and if you’ve got the enthusiasm for it, how to fix the world, too.


This is a book about how I’ve shown up every day, played the long game, and learned some important lessons about defying convention, disavowing received wisdom, upending old dictums, and charting new pathways that can contribute to better lives. And it’s a book about helping you do exactly the same thing, across every dimension of your own life, to make your school, your workplace, your volunteer organizations, your community, and our nation a more elevated and effective place, using the same tool—the only tool, really—that I’ve had at my disposal throughout my 52 years in public life:


Chutzpah.


Chutzpah is the indispensable instrument for improving America. Like any instrument, it’s not there just to make noise—it exists to achieve objectives, to harmonize otherwise random notes, to make beautiful things happen. Chutzpah requires the orchestration of instruction, observation, practice, and collaboration to bring goals to life. Learning and applying the music of chutzpah transformed me from being a diffident kid whose only dream was to play pro basketball into being a cheerful and determined combatant on behalf of American ideals. If you’re willing to become part of our larger ensemble—if I can enlist you in the Chutzpah Nation—you can use your inner chutzpah to make the United States and the world that accommodates us happier, healthier, and greater.


In recent years, the perception of chutzpah has been misappropriated and warped by loudmouth Donald Trump and his enablers in politics and the media, who engage in what my Chief of Staff calls “self-aggrandizing f*ckery” and pass it off as chutzpah.


Chutzpah isn’t about having a big mouth. It is a learned skill that allows its practitioners to self-confidently embrace the possible, despite the odds. Chutzpah doesn’t require a noble purpose, just a positive one. After all, Steve Prefontaine was just a kid from Coos Bay, Oregon, too short to make his high school’s starting football and basketball teams, who, with homegrown chutzpah and some terrific coaching, effectively invented the modern sport of long-distance running. In our complex, cacophonous culture, important goals, especially civic goals, are impossible to achieve without some combination of vision, ideas, partners, processes, and—yes—the voice and the audacity that willing and prepared chutzpadiks bring to everything we do. (While chutzpadik is traditionally used as an adjective, I think the times call for its use as well as a word for good people who use their chutzpah to change the world.)


Fundamentally, chutzpah is about applying a set of rules I’ve learned during my half-century in public life. Cheekily, I call them Ron’s Rules of Chutzpah—guidelines that enable individuals and groups to achieve beneficial objectives.


The 12 Ron’s Rules of Chutzpah are:




1. If you want to make change, you’ve got to make noise.


2. In a world where everyone thinks and acts for the short term, always play the long game.


3. Leading is coaching: You’ve got to bring people and ideas together around a shared goal.


4. Show up every day prepared to play.


5. There are two equally important paths to progress: Start good things and stop bad things.


6. Embrace the unscripted moments.


7. Ideas are the seeds of change; find them and plant them wherever and whenever you can.


8. Pay attention to your friends, because they can be far more unpredictable than your enemies.


9. Don’t push rocks up hills. Push boulders. They will fall back on you, but you’ll gain the strength to get to the top.


10. Be a principled bipartisan: Work with anybody who is serious about moving forward.


11. Compromise isn’t about horse-trading bad ideas for each other; it’s about blending good ideas together into a whole that’s better than the sum of its parts.


12. Political capital doesn’t earn interest and is worth nothing if you don’t spend it.




Ron’s Rules of Chutzpah are for anyone who’s ever asked themselves: Do I have the… guts?… stamina?… self-regard?… conviction?… charisma?… vision?… to knock on the next door and the next and the next (whether it’s to sell Girl Scout Cookies or get petitions signed to build a traffic light at a dangerous intersection)?… to absorb the sass, accept the challenges to my intelligence, deal with bullies, and combat hidden agendas?… to pursue goals that might not resonate with everyone, that might make me unpopular, no matter how important I know them to be?


If you’ve ever asked yourself any of the above questions (and you have) and you’re still standing (and you are), you’ve already got chutzpah. I want to offer you guidance about how to polish that raw chutzpah and deploy it to do good in the wider world—to make great things happen amid the obstacles every and any organization will throw in your way. I want this book to be a handbook for achieving goals, a sort of management guide for life itself.


My playbook isn’t typical in the U.S. Congress. In fact, it’s made me an inside-outsider, in a way that some of my colleagues have found confounding. After all, I wrote the law that, in the words of one eminent scholar, “created the Internet”… yet I’ve written the toughest tech privacy legislation on offer, which would jail tech CEOs who abuse our rights. In a Government allegedly paralyzed by partisan gridlock, I routinely team up with deeply conservative Republicans to pass legislation, without sacrificing my equally embedded progressive principles.


It all makes sense. In telling the stories of these legislative efforts and the life that spurred me to take them on, I hope to illuminate Ron’s Rules of Chutzpah in ways that will encourage you to take on the system; build better systems, institutions, and laws; establish new customs; and experience the sheer thrill and delight of shaping a better future for your families, tribes, neighbors, communities, and nation.


Of course, I have an ulterior motive.


I hope that, by showing the universally applicable life lessons of chutzpah, I can persuade you to engage in serious political action to stop the United States from falling into the abyss of fascism, what George Orwell called “a boot stomping on a human face, forever,” a bottomless pit in which the only thing that matters is how rich you are and how much power your wealth can buy. I want you to join my passionate crusade to fix the world, to assure a future where Americans will remain free and able to lead healthy, safe, private lives where we can choose our own futures without a heavy-handed Government telling us what we’re allowed to think, say, be, and do.


Let me also tell you why I’m not writing this book.


I’m not writing this book to grease my run for President of the United States. It’s a fantastically interesting job that I don’t want to do. In fact, I long ago declared myself the Senate’s “designated driver”—the person who won’t ever succumb to the intoxicating fantasy of being The Leader of the Free World—so that I could freely raise the ideas and advance the legislation the nation needs, but which would be poisonous in a sound-bite-driven Presidential campaign. Reducing health-care costs, shoring up Medicare and Social Security, closing the massive loopholes that enable billionaires to avoid paying taxes, and reining in the surveillance state from tracking law-abiding Americans—if you’re running for President there are political reasons not to address these issues, and I have liberated myself from that straitjacket.


Which gets me back to the reasons I am writing this book.


First, for millions of Americans, Congress might as well be Mars, for all the connection they feel it has to their daily lives, and I want to rebuild that connection. To the extent citizens even consider the Congress, it’s because all the nuttiness of recent years makes it look like a poorly produced WWE wrestling match overpopulated with grifters and gamblers, political-machine hacks and idiot nephews, glory hounds and womanizers.


I won’t try to convince you that those impressions are wrong. We’re all flawed—those who put themselves out there to run for office are inherently flawed. That said, this untidy legislature is responsible for the body of laws that has allowed America to grow and thrive, to maintain the liberties established at the founding and to build on their foundation, and to respond to changes in technology and economics by fostering innovation and resisting the power of established interests. For all its defects, the U.S. Congress has managed this complicated tango with history and our diverse citizenry far better than any other legislature in any other democracy—the indecorous mudslinging, stuntsmanship, and blather notwithstanding.


The second reason I’m writing this book is to show the links between the Jewish American experience in the 20th and 21st centuries and the principles that underpin American democracy. These have been central to my life for all my 75 years—a life that would not have been had my parents not fled Nazi Germany in the 1930s and been welcomed as refugees into the United States.


There are two Jewish concepts in particular on which I’ll focus, one cultural and one rooted in ancient liturgy, both of which I’ve already referenced.


The cultural concept, of course, is chutzpah—which to me is shorthand for the individual’s self-confident, against-the-odds embrace of the possible. True, you need your voice, its amplifiers, and its echoes; as my mother (all Jewish mothers in the 1940s and ’50s, and ’60s) used to say, “You got a mouth—use it!” But successfully applied chutzpah requires other ingredients, notably ideas, people, process, and goals—particularly the second Jewish concept, the religious goal of tikkun olam, which literally means “to repair the world.” Tikkun olam is the reason you see Jews, although less than 3 percent of the U.S. population, more fully represented in the leadership of civic organizations, NGOs, the law, and journalism. Our religion requires us to be worldly and engaged; we are raised to want to make things better. Without a sense of tikkun olam, you don’t have chutzpah.


The third reason I’m writing this book is to explain how my own chutzpah and the concept of tikkun olam, inherited from my parents and nurtured by my friends and colleagues, have come together to drive the four greatest passions of my life aside from my family: civil rights, health care, the environment, and innovation.


These are not new nor novel issues.


In his most famous State of the Union speech, in 1941, Franklin Roosevelt artfully articulated a set of principles he called the Four Freedoms—freedom of speech, freedom of worship, freedom from want, and freedom from fear. Those four freedoms remain at risk in the United States and the world today, as much as they did when Nazi Germany and Imperial Japan were attempting to force their malign will across the globe. Today, though, some of our worst threats come not from foreign enemies, but from within. In practice, the four freedoms manifest themselves now a bit differently than when they were first articulated. The freedom of speech today is the freedom to speak your mind or read what you want without risk of Government intrusion or direction, like Florida’s pernicious “Don’t Say ‘Gay” law. The freedom of worship is the freedom to believe what you choose, to make your own health-care decisions, and to vote, without coercion, sanction, violent opposition, or religious zealots gaming the legal system to deny these rights. The freedom from want today is most paramount in our ongoing need for all individuals and families, regardless of their financial situation, to have access to health care without being bankrupted, so everyone can exercise the opportunities America offers. Freedom from fear is clearly represented in Black Americans rising up to reject the specter of police violence that has haunted their lives; in all citizens’ desire for safe communities; and in the freedom to live in a world that is not polluting and poisoning itself into rapid annihilation.


That’s why Donald Trump is important.


Donald Trump demonstrates how you can use a malicious imitation of chutzpah for evil ends. He has warped the Republican Party and made principled compromise on important national issues infinitely harder.


Historically in American politics, we agreed on the most important public problems but disagreed on how to solve them. Sadly, the impulse in the Trump Party is to disagree that problems even exist if they don’t match the Leader’s own baleful needs, and to invent non-existent problems where his agenda requires it. Instead of addressing inflation, Social Security and Medicare solvency, global warming, energy security, and continuing job growth, all we hear from him and his MAGA minions is how they’re beating up on folks who might be different than you and me, and beating down any institution that might question those attacks.


Donald Trump’s four years in office were a disaster. The President suffered from a predisposition toward cruelty. He was aided and abetted by an Administration stocked with ideologues, yes men, and aspiring fascists. The Republican Congressional leadership that controlled both houses seemed incapable of doing anything other than to say, “Yes, sir.” But he and his malignant MAGAtts can be beaten, as we showed when we determined to use all the levers of Government to halt Americans’ slide into economic disaster during the deadly coronavirus pandemic.


By mid-March 2020, millions of Americans were being told to leave their jobs and go home to stop the spread of Covid-19. The economy was grinding to a halt. Congress responded by preparing the emergency Coronavirus Aid, Relief, and Economic Security (CARES) Act. In its first draft, Senate Republican leader Mitch McConnell showed how little compassion he had for working Americans by devoting only eight lines in the 247-page bill to the plight of the unemployed. His one concession to the 11 million people tossed from work because their companies had shut their doors or simply couldn’t afford them was a proposed requirement that states let the unemployed apply for benefits online. Most of the rest of his bill showered tax breaks on his big business allies.


McConnell put together a series of bipartisan task forces that were charged with assuring the bill covered all the necessary bases but which were really meant to rubber stamp his deficient proposal. As the ranking Democrat on the Senate Finance Committee, I was co-leading with the Republican Chair Chuck Grassley one of those task forces, whose chief aim was to tackle ballooning, Covid-caused unemployment. This was my opportunity to repair a hurting world.


My concept of the long game is having a closet of ready-to-wear public policies that can be taken off the shelf, shown in public, and, if the stars align, passed. The Wyden tikkun olam closet contained fixes to outdated laws and regulations, so that when the need for them was urgent, we could move quickly. Repairing a broken-down unemployment insurance program had long been near the top of my list. State unemployment offices were plagued with hopelessly out-of-date computers, and the laws virtually ignored gig workers, the self-employed, and independent contractors.


Mitch McConnell’s empty proposal, coming in the midst of extraordinary national pain, was my opening to present one of the unemployment insurance fixes I’d prepared more than a year earlier, well before Covid struck: guaranteed payments to the unemployed from the Federal Government, managed through but otherwise divorced from the individual states’ unemployment insurance mechanisms.


In our task force meetings in the Dirksen Senate Office Building, I tussled with two Trump Cabinet officials, the obstinate Secretary of Labor Eugene Scalia and the mostly quiet Treasury Secretary Steve Mnuchin, who were there with multiple members of their departments’ staffs. Scalia, as deeply conservative as his late father, the Supreme Court Justice Antonin Scalia, made it clear from the outset that his priority was a minimal package that was devoid of systemic reform (he never even mentioned the word), and focused instead on McConnell’s big business tax breaks, which Scalia contended would trickle down and provide relief to those in need.


The centerpiece of the Democrats’ agenda was a temporary, 100 percent wage replacement package that would get unemployed workers what they needed to pay for rent, groceries, and essentials during the darkest days of the quarantine. At that moment we had no idea how serious the pandemic would become—whether it would kill 5 percent or 0.005 percent of those infected. But what we did know was that if people had to show up at work to pay rent and put food on their families’ tables, they were going to show up, Covid or no, potentially exposing themselves and their kin to disease and death. The idea that working people were going to risk their families’ lives out of economic necessity should be anathema to any public servant. Scalia fought me for hours, claiming the states were largely incapable of calculating a worker’s previous wage and for that reason my wage replacement concept was a pie-in-the-sky fantasy.


So I asked Scalia: Wasn’t it correct that in response to the 2008 recession that Congress provided temporary supplemental payments of $25 to unemployed Americans? His staff agreed this was correct. I then said to Mnuchin and Scalia that their staffs’ admission proved my key point: The Federal Government was capable of sending out supplemental weekly benefits of a set amount. The only issue that remained was to determine the amount. The Trump Administration officials and their staffers sullenly agreed.


I asked for a short recess in the talks so I could add Covid-specific details to the proposal I had developed more than a year earlier. When we reconvened, Scalia made it clear that if we were going to add a relief package to the bill, he cared only about two issues: keeping the amount of the benefit as low as possible to stay within Federal budget guidelines, and having the payments last for as short a period as possible. I countered with what I called rough justice: a four-month-long, $600 weekly benefit—the difference between what an average worker would make on the job, and how much that worker would receive in unemployment benefits.


Impossible, the Administration officials replied—that would break the budget!


My crackerjack Finance Committee staffer Rachel Kauss and I embraced this unscripted moment. We each pulled out our cell phones, launched our calculator apps, and held them up: The $600-a-week four-month payment to the Covid-displaced scored well within budget limits. Mnuchin, the Trump Administration’s chief CARES negotiator, broke with his colleague Scalia and agreed. The relief package was added to the bill.


On the Senate floor, a furious Mitch McConnell and his Callous Caucus attempted to strip the benefit from the CARES bill. Resurrecting arguments that Republicans had made 90 years earlier opposing the very concept of unemployment insurance, Nebraska Republican Ben Sasse argued that our relief checks would incentivize laziness among the working class. “Health aides and grocers and people doing local delivery, garbage men, lots of important industries in America have median wages which are lower than what would happen under the unemployment benefits portion of this bill,” fretted Sasse.


Their objections failed. A handful of Republicans joined unanimous Senate Democrats, and late on March 25, 2020, the CARES Act passed, extending unemployment benefits to 39 weeks, and leaving intact the four-month, $600-a-week extension. From the Wyden policy closet, we also got coverage for gig-economy workers and contractors previously ineligible for unemployment insurance; subsidies to help small companies retain employees they otherwise might lay off; and loans and loan relief for small and midsized businesses.


“This expansion of aid to the unemployed did double duty. It alleviated hardship, letting laid-off workers continue to pay rent and put food on the table. And it supported overall spending much more effectively than those stimulus checks, most of which were probably just saved,” concluded Nobel Prize–winning economist Paul Krugman. “Who deserves credit for this very good policy? A recent Times article describes Steven Mnuchin, the Treasury secretary, as the ‘architect’ of the CARES Act and the bill as a ‘victory’ for Trump. Actually, however, the crucial unemployment provisions were devised largely by Senator Ron Wyden, Democrat of Oregon.”


Although he may not have meant this to happen, Trump compelled millions of people to understand the imperative to engage with the world around them. By generating a kind of national nervous breakdown, Trump forced the United States to recognize and reject the torpor that first settled on us in the 1970s, when the protests against the Vietnam War gave way to the Me Generation’s self-involved impulses and became more devoted to myriad forms of personal expression than to solving the world’s problems. Trump has shown us that, on a personal level, the core of the self-centered individual is hollow, unhappy, and unlikeable, and that such self-centered hollowness, unhappiness, and unlikability, when resident in our leaders, can literally tear communities, even whole countries, apart. He reminds us every day about the stakes. That politics matters. That one voice, backed by chutzpah, can make a difference. That mixing it up in public can make big things happen. But instead of Trump’s wanton, pathological destruction of norms and institutions, imagine that it’s your voice mixing it up. Imagine that you’re deploying your voice not to persuade people to hate Muslims, people with disabilities, immigrants, women, and poor seniors, but to create a better local school system or build a senior citizens program for your neighbors or develop respectful neighborhood policing that makes communities safe.


If I, the once-aimless son of divorced refugee parents turned bookish wanderer turned unmonied activist turned United States Senator, can, in ways small and large, fix Medicare, help reverse climate change, and inject a trillion dollars into the economy with a 26-word law, think what you can do in your town. And even if you’re not able to engage directly, think what my like-minded colleagues and successors in government will be able to do with your guidance and encouragement. And, oh yes, your votes.


Progress not only remains possible, it is real, and it happens every day. I will show how and why. I am determined the United States will surmount this moment of stress in our Constitutional system, as we’ve overcome earlier tensions.


All it takes is chutzpah.















ONE



MAKING PRODUCTIVE NOISE


It’s August 2023. I’m in my Chrysler, piloted by a young staffer to a meeting in Corvallis, beautiful Corvallis, a college town located on the site of an ancient Native American settlement at the convergence of the Willamette and the Marys Rivers. We’d departed from my comfortable craftsman house in Portland’s Eastmoreland neighborhood, a leisurely 10-minute walk from Reed College. I’m in the front seat; with my gangly legs, I avoid back seats like the plague.


Although we’ve got an hour-and-a-half before we get to Corvallis, there’s no freedom to peruse the morning’s newspaper. Social media already is throbbing with scores of news and news-esque items, any one of which I might be hit with when I step outside. I’m fielding calls and SMS messages about Medicare and the Middle East, homelessness and affordable housing (big issues in Corvallis!) from staff, advisors, and my merry band of kibitzers in DC, Salem, and the rest of the country. Politicians have always been tripped up by “gotchas,” but these days the game is particularly frenzied, non-linear, and relentless.


I take time to thumb some quick notes into my iPhone. The radio is playing softly. A Talking Heads oldie comes on. And you may find yourself living in a shotgun shack… And you may ask yourself, “Well, how did I get here?”


I smile. How did I get here? Simple: chutzpah.


Chutzpah is mother’s milk for Jews, especially Jews who came here as immigrants or were reared by immigrant parents. Our heroes are chutzpadiks. Al Jolson, born Asa Yoelson in Seredzius, Lithuania, had the chutzpah to believe a poor cantor’s son could become a massive Hollywood star. Sandy Koufax, née Sanford Braun, in Borough Park, Brooklyn, had the chutzpah to assume that a skinny kid with exactly one season of college baseball under his glove could pitch in the major leagues (and later the chutzpah to tell his pennant-winning Los Angeles Dodgers employers that he would not play in the World Series on Yom Kippur). Jewish kids like me in the 1950s and ’60s, we inhaled these stories.


Our anti-heroes also were seemingly infused with chutzpah. Jolson’s fictional doppelgänger, Sammy Glick, the amoral protagonist of Budd Schulberg’s 1941 novel What Makes Sammy Run?, filled with “driving ambition and frenzy and violence,” lied, stole, and plagiarized his way to Hollywood’s pinnacle. The real-life mobster Benjamin “Bugsy” Siegel was fabled for founding the gambling mecca Las Vegas. Furtively, we shared these stories, too, wondering, can chutzpah be both good and bad?


I understood chutzpah because it saved my family and gave me life. My grandmother Leni was brazen enough to leave her wealth behind and lead her husband and child out of Germany. Her son Peter, my father, all joyful cheek, had zero doubt he could shape-shift from “my Berlin incarnation to my New York self” and become a globe-trotting U.S. journalist, one who would even dare to tell Americans things they didn’t know about their own history.


But to paraphrase a famous advertising campaign from my youth, you don’t have to be Jewish to have chutzpah. It courses through American history. What was Franklin D. Roosevelt, a jaunty “traitor to his class” who oversaw the New Deal that lifted millions of Americans out of Depression-era poverty, if not a chutzpadik? Or FDR’s cousin Teddy, charging up San Juan Hill to the Presidency, where he took on the “malefactors of great wealth” and launched the modern era of financial regulation to check corporate power? Definitely a chutzpadik. Abraham Lincoln, born in a log cabin, overcoming his own insecurity to stump the nation with one goal—to end the sin of human slavery in these United States? A chutzpadik. What were Sam Adams, Benjamin Franklin, and Alexander Hamilton, hell-bent on overthrowing a despotic, distant king and creating a Government devoted to life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness, if not raging, extravagant chutzpadiks?


I also have come to understand that American Government is replete with political anti-heroes who look like they’re deploying chutzpah to advance destructive objectives. Wasn’t Strom Thurmond applying chutzpah when he set the record for the Senate’s longest filibuster, standing up live and arguing (thankfully, unsuccessfully) for 24 hours and 18 minutes to prevent the passage of the Civil Rights Act of 1957, the bill that granted Federal officials the authority to enforce Black Americans’ right to vote?


Fast-forward to today, when ostensible anti-heroic chutzpadiks seem to be everywhere in government and public life—from Trump’s daily blather to Elon Musk loudly inviting racists and anti-Semites to pour their bile onto X-the-platform-formerly-known-as-Twitter to obnoxious Florida Representative Matt Gaetz blocking his own Republican Party from choosing a House Speaker, in between his lascivious iPhone displays to horrified colleagues of his young sexual conquests. Chutzpadiks, no?


No.


To explain why not, let me provide a capsule view of history, as seen from the inside.


The forces that put me in Washington are the forces that have changed Washington—and America, and the world, and for that matter your school, your workplace, and your community. Those forces are the fragmentation and disintermediation of power in representative democracies.


In and of themselves, these forces are neither good nor bad; they just are. Without question, they contribute to social ills, notably the atomization of citizens’ sense of the common good. Yet, as the nation’s Founders understood, gatekeepers of various sorts—in the media, big business, and political parties—have a homogenizing effect on the nation that can be beneficial. Even when they engaged in more than their share of self-dealing, the gatekeepers played a role in restraining selfish factions from hijacking the public interest. The gatekeepers’ diminution has made it easier than ever for cranks, liars, cheats, and sociopaths to make their loud mouths heard.


It’s also true that their contraction also has made it easier to make good voices heard—and more essential than ever that we work, individually and collectively, to use our power to take ownership of the public debate and its outcomes.


To many people, power seems like a dirty word. It conjures up an image of dictators (or bad bosses) imposing their will on weak commoners (or defenseless cubicle-dwellers). That’s a narrow, inaccurate interpretation. Sociologists describe power simply, and without a value judgment, as “an entity or individual’s ability to control or direct others.” But there’s an even simpler definition, much closer to my own experience, offered up by the one of the world’s best students of political power, the author Robert Caro: Power is the ability to “get things done.”


In his masterful, Pulitzer Prize–winning biographies of President Lyndon Baines Johnson and New York power broker Robert Moses, Caro has drawn vivid portraits of men who could “harness political forces and bring something out of them, either for good or for ill.” Whether it was building housing for the poor or guaranteeing Black Americans’ right to vote (good) or tearing down those same Black Americans’ neighborhoods, like Albina in NE Portland, or waging a futile, unwinnable war (bad), their power was premised on the ability to privately and often furtively manipulate people and processes to achieve goals.


“Power”—not science, knowledge, logic, or brilliance—“built highways and civil service systems,” Caro has written, describing his subjects’ philosophy. “Power was what dreams needed, not power in the hand of the dreamer himself necessarily but power put behind the dreamer’s dream by the man who put it there.”


What changed by the time I became an adult was that power was rapidly ebbing away from individuals and toward a new, radically restructured system of power dynamics—by which I mean a more complex, always morphing set of interactions among individuals, the organizations and institutions to which they belong, and the communications technologies by which they learn things and through which they interact with each other.


That change hadn’t happened overnight. Protest movements had roiled America and yielded results going back to the earliest days of the Republic, and certainly had animated public life during my entire youth. From the Whiskey Rebellion to the Civil War draft riots through suffragism, pension armies, all the way up to the anti-war, environmental, and women’s rights demonstrations of my high school and college years, the United States has been defined by our citizens’ creditable unwillingness to go along and get along.


But what made those protests necessary was the fact that the structures of power were hard and unyielding, embodied in potent individuals and gatekeepers who, more often than not, were so insulated and unapproachable that it took big, dramatic actions, amplified by the news media, to penetrate their consciousness and press them to act.


From the nation’s Founders onward, political theorists have argued that an independent, active media were vital to the proper functioning of our republic. That the news media were not a benign conduit for information in society but rather had a formal, participatory role in governance was the gradually escalating view of one of the 20th century’s most prominent public philosophers, Walter Lippmann. Crucially, though, Lippman believed the media’s most important role was providing information and ideas to society’s more educated and privileged insiders, the “elites,” who would make the decisions that shape the way the indifferent masses would lead their lives. Outsiders would acquiesce to the decisions of insiders because the insiders understand best how to use the media to help shape the public’s opinions and attitudes. “What you must lead in a country are the best of the country and they will carry it down,” Lippmann once told an interviewer, in an accurate if chilling description of his era’s power dynamics. “There’s no use of the President trying to talk down to a fellow who can just about read and write.”


By the time I was entering public life, however, a new political power structure was rising. The mighty elites in Government, business, organized religion, and the media were learning that they were not and never again could be insulated from the demos—the people. Fed by innovative new media channels and formats—from television’s all-crime-all-the-time Eyewitness News programming to right-wing talk radio and ultimately to social media platforms—power in politics and life was becoming fragmented and bottom-up, not trickle-down.


To many, that disintermediated power structure has unsettled the foundations of democracy. The media’s decline has let the loonies out of the booby hatch, and the country is no longer working like they want or expect.


Certainly, the 2016 nomination and election of Donald Trump as President, despite the feckless resistance of his own Republican Party and followed by Trump’s wanton abandonment of economic logic, scientific guidance, diplomatic protocol, legal principles, national security, and common sense as he conducted his disastrous Presidency, underscored that something deep and seemingly permanent had altered American politics.


More ominously, the disorder has outlasted his single term. If anything, it appears worse. This year, the House Republicans showed themselves unable to lead even with a majority. A gang of eight ultra-right-wingers—a motley group of fanatics and fundamentalists—were able to oust an incumbent House Speaker, Kevin McCarthy, despite his overwhelming support from his caucus. They then proved incapable of agreeing on a new leader. Only after three weeks of wrangling did the Republican caucus barely elect Mike Johnson, a four-term Congressman from Louisiana, who is the least experienced Speaker of the House since 1883.


And who did the Republicans blame for their dissolution? Not themselves, of course; it was the media that made them do it. “The 24 hr news cycle has destroyed Congress,” North Carolina Republican Representative Greg Murphy lamented on X-the-platform-formerly-known-as-Twitter.


It has not. But it has certainly changed Congress, along with the rest of the world.


It’s a development that’s rife with vicious ironies. Chief among them: When power did actually reside in a boss-driven “Deep State,” people didn’t fear it so much because they mostly knew who the bosses were and could count on their obvious motivations and self-interests. When Tammany Hall ruled New York and the Pendergast Machine controlled Kansas City, citizens knew whom to harangue to get their garbage picked up.


The reality, though, is that the “Deep State” doesn’t exist. Now that any 14-year-old can create a global television network with the apps that come built into their mobile phone, politics, business, and public life generally are propelled by a more dispersed and enigmatic network of social, cultural, information, and political centers, and a far more complicated playbook for getting things done.


Today, the people are the media, with the power to foment vast, positive changes in societies and cultures.


How? By making a noise—productive noise.


Which is the first definition of chutzpah: Making productive noise. If you want to make change, you’ve got to make noise.


Chutzpah is a Yiddish word that describes a trait that many Jews consider inborn. Millennia of being chased from our homes by Romans, Arabs, Inquisitors, Cossacks, Nazis, and Communists and then adapting to new environments does seem to have bred in us a kind of genetic fearlessness. But Jews are not unique. You saw chutzpah in the moral courage of Martin Luther King Jr. locked in the Birmingham jail, in the leap into the air and the unknown taken by the Wright Brothers at Kitty Hawk. Chutzpah is also global in its display and application. Lech Walesa, the Polish anti-Communist leader; Malala Yousafzai, the young Pakistani education activist shot by the Taliban; and Ai Weiwei, the Chinese artist who used the power of film to expose injustices in his home country—all of them showed the international applicability of chutzpah for good.
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“For good” is the vital phrase. When the notion of chutzpah was first heard by many in the United States, in a 1908 play about America by the British Zionist author Israel Zangwill (the title of which introduced another neologism to these shores, The Melting Pot), chutzpah meant “enterprise, audacity, brazen impudence and cheek.”


Those personality characteristics have long incited rage among the powerful institutions, aristocracies, and dominant authorities toward those who would challenge them.


In one of his most malicious anti-Semitic screeds, Nazi Germany’s chief propagandist, Joseph Goebbels, said chutzpah “means unlimited, impertinent, and unbelievable impudence and shamelessness… a system of public deception that, when applied long enough, lames a people both culturally and spiritually.”


It’s a plain fact that audacity and “brazen impudence” can be used to hurt people, to strip them of their rights and dignity. Donald Trump—a man who believed there were “good people” among the murderous anti-Semites who overtook the streets of Charlottesville, Virginia, in 2017 proclaiming, “Jews will not replace us!”—has been cited for his chutzpah so many times it’d make you… plotz. Trump’s Rasputin, the convicted fraudster Steve Bannon, and his anarchic acolytes in the Republican House Freedom Caucus, hell-bent on destroying any capacity for Government to help improve people’s lives, are engaging in a project that is “pure chutzpah,” according to the online news journal Politico.


I’d argue that there’s nothing chutzpadik about their behaviors, and that it is vitally important to claw back and reclaim the definition of chutzpah.


Jewish scholars do recognize that there is such a thing as “bad chutzpah.” Rabbi Tzvi Freeman, a senior editor with Chabad, the 350-year-old international orthodox Jewish Lubavitch Hasidic movement, calls bad chutzpah “destructive and ugly,” an application of insolence, impudence, gall, effrontery, presumption, and arrogance in pursuit of unscrupulous objectives.


Good chutzpah, by contrast, is “vital and fantastic,” he says, and it is exalted in Jewish liturgy, which encourages Jews to be “fierce as a leopard” in pursuing the moral endeavors codified in Jewish law. “To be a good Jew,” Rabbi Freeman says, “you need two opposites: A sense of shame that prevents you from acting with chutzpah to do the wrong thing, and a sense of chutzpah that prevents you from being ashamed to do the right thing.”


To me, the dueling impulses Rabbi Freeman identifies require a new terminology.


First, let’s call bad chutzpah by a different name, one that grasps its misuse by the immoral minority and their amoral enablers. It is not chutzpah to ridicule the disabled, undermine police and the courts, make racist attacks on other nations, deify murderous dictators like Vladimir Putin, or proclaim Hezbollah murderers “smart”—all of which Donald Trump has done, to his devotees’ applause.


The best term for their arrogant contempt for beneficial social norms and actions is a purely American word, easily identifiable in both public and private life: bullsh*t. (Even though this curse and other profanities now grace the front pages of mainstream media, I’m refraining from using them because I want parents to feel free to give this book to their kids.)


Bullsh*t is not a lie, according to the moral philosopher Harry Frankfurt in his 2005 bestseller On Bullsh*t. Rather, bullsh*t is a knowing disregard for the truth, in furtherance solely of personal interests. To Frankfurt, bullsh*t is more dangerous than lying, and bullsh*tters are more treacherous than liars: “The liar asserts something which he himself believes to be false. He deliberately misrepresents what he takes to be the truth. The bullsh*tter, on the other hand, is not constrained by any consideration of what may or may not be true”—and doesn’t care if society is damaged by such indifference.


Second, let’s assert that chutzpah, by definition, is good. Per my introduction of this term at the beginning of the book, chutzpah’s purpose is tikkun olam—literally, to “repair the world.” Ancient Jewish literature describes tikkun olam as the commandment to maintain social order in ways that benefit all of society. The laws and customs that govern our formal and informal social relationships—relationships with spouses and children, with friends, with business colleagues—are temporal representations of God’s desire for a continually improving world.


Here again, Chabad’s Rabbi Freeman provides a useful footnote: The world (olam) isn’t necessarily broken, and consequently tikkun doesn’t specifically mean it has to be repaired, he says. A better definition, he offers, is “fixed up”—in the way that a perfectly fine home may be fixed up by the application of carpentry or craft. Everything in human existence, no matter how superficially perfect it might seem, can always use fixing up.


Or as I like to say: You always have to have a constructive purpose. Loudness, brashness, and boldness in and of themselves are meaningless, unless you’re serving a greater good. Chutzpah—making purposeful noise—is both a fruitful craft and a high calling.


Today’s Republican revolutionaries, who claim to be operating in the spirit of the nation’s Founders, are doing anything but. The Founders were building lasting institutions to benefit we, the people. These Republicans, like Josh Hawley, are anarchically tearing down institutions, from the Justice Department to the military to the financial oversight system, with no notion of what will replace them, aside from the private militias they hope will protect their personal fiefs. They start with an utterly different value system. They are making destructive noise.


Franklin Roosevelt, despite being raised among great wealth, believed his responsibility was to serve people who did not have power and clout, and to put them in a position to secure their economic freedom. Senator Ted Cruz—who egged on the insurrectionists of January 6, only to flee from them and hide in a broom closet when they invaded the U.S. Capitol and threatened his own safety—starts with a different premise. Bred in comfort, educated at Princeton, untroubled by income inequality or corporate accountability, unbothered by school shootings or inaccessible health care, Cruz is carrying out an agenda for his wealthy supporters, his populism not a challenge to the powerful, but a craven symbol of Harry Frankfurt’s bullsh*t.
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The meeting in Corvallis is over. It was the eighth stop on my “Oregon Bounty” tour. Thinking back on the verdant Medford fruit farms that had first entranced me 52 years earlier, I told the local business owners, county officials, and Oregon State University faculty who were taking part in the roundtable with me, “We do a lot of stuff well in Oregon, but what we do best is grow things, add value to them, and ship them all over the world.” I figured I’d ask them for ideas about innovations that could help Oregon growers and their food-manufacturing partners sell and export more successfully—innovations we might help support when the Senate takes up the big Farm Bill reauthorization. I was particularly charmed to discover that they make soy sauce in Benton County!


We’ve got half an hour before the next meeting. Just enough time to get to the Fred Meyer grocery store across town on NW Kings Boulevard.


Making productive noise isn’t a one-way activity. Elected officials (I suspect it’s true of many people in positions of authority) need to realize that they do too much talking and far too little listening. If you’re going to build trust among people, you’re not going to get anywhere unless you value the person who’s in front of you enough to actually listen to them. As the great salesman Dale Carnegie said, “To be interesting, be interested.”


It’s not just the proverbial function of putting yourself in other people’s shoes: You must actually go to the people and ask them, over and over, how their shoes are fitting. And then you have to sit back and listen and absorb what’s on their minds—no matter where their minds might be focused, whether on their feet or on loftier topics. People won’t consider your ideas if they don’t think you’re taking their ideas seriously.


With social media squeezing complex issues into 240 characters and encouraging people to hang out in filter bubbles populated only by like-minded peers, listening is even more of a prerequisite now. Business executives refer to this as MBWA, or “management by walking around.” To me, it’s more like LBLA: “leadership by listening around.”


Here’s what I’ve learned is the best way to listen: After introductions, let the other person talk without interruption for four or so minutes—or until they decide they’re done. More politicians than you can imagine say they want to listen to a person, but then start interrupting within 30 seconds, usually with a mind-numbing avalanche of acronyms about bills and amendments.


That’s the point of my “Oregon Bounty” tour, to listen and learn. I enjoy direct contact with Oregonians and other Americans who are as passionate as I am about fixing up the world. That’s why I made a promise during my first campaign for Senate that I would do something no one else in Oregon government had ever even tried: convene open-to-all town hall meetings every year in each of Oregon’s 36 counties. I beat that goal: I’ve had over 1,100 open town hall meetings over my 28 years in the Senate—and that doesn’t include the thousands more meetings I’ve had on specific issues, with specific groups and individuals, inside and outside Oregon and Washington, DC.


Most of those meetings have not been in election years, and the vast majority have not been in Portland—Oregon’s largest city, resilient and rambunctious, known for its music, farmers markets, soccer, beer, doughnuts, rain, roses, and running, now recalibrating, as are so many other cities, to furiously fight fentanyl, homelessness, and the plight of the mentally ill. Instead, I’ve trekked around every county, city, and town in Oregon, to absorb the concerns of people everywhere, unfiltered by staff and professional special pleaders.


Town halls aren’t enough, though. Let’s face it, they tend to draw heavily from people who have the time to devote themselves to public issues. It’s hard to draw in the working mother with three kids at home under age 14, whose schedule is far more weighted toward soccer practices, dance rehearsals, her job, cooking dinner, and picking up prescriptions for her ailing dad.


So I go to them. At the citizenry’s real town square: the grocery store.


The local supermarket is the best place to meet people and pick up ideas. It’s the common denominator; everybody goes to the grocery store. So when I’m back in Oregon (which I do as often as the Senate schedule allows), my staff and I don’t eat lunch at a desk, we go to Fred Meyer, the supermarket chain that was founded in Portland in 1922 and now has about 50 outlets across the state.


I’ve been to all the Fred Meyer stores, multiple times, and my routine never varies. I amble through the aisles and pick up a barbecued or baked chicken and tomatoes and oranges, and (my favorite) a Fred Meyer Private Selection cherry pie. Almost every Freddie’s has a snacking area where you can grab a table. I’ll introduce myself to people at the deli counter and the vegetable aisle; I’ll say hi on the checkout line; and I’ll often invite whomever I meet to join me and the team when we’re chowing down.


Most of the time, though, I don’t have to make these invitations. In Oregon we’re pretty informal, and often folks just come up to me and say hello.


My attitude here—like my attitude about chutzpah and tikkun olam—also derives from my Jewish heritage. Judaism is about moral codes that have been arrived at through public deliberation, which means you must expose yourself to discussion, debate, even argument.


Consider that the Bible’s first book, Genesis, is rooted in Abraham’s disputing with God about protecting the innocents of Sodom. (Talk about chutzpah!) The great books of Jewish law and lore—the Mishnah, Gemara, and Midrash—are narrations of debates and arguments among many rabbis over many centuries about momentous temporal and theological issues. Perhaps our loveliest holiday, the celebration of freedom known as Passover, is not just the tale of Moses leading the Jews from slavery to liberty; the Haggadah, the holiday’s main prayer book, is a book about Jewish families and the transmission of Jewish values from generation to generation (represented by four quite different children, the Wise Son, the Rebellious Son, the Simple Son, and the Son Who Doesn’t Even Know How to Ask a Question) debating the meaning of Exodus. Jewish morality is not determined on high and handed down to the flocks; we deliberate and decide it together.


The same is true in politics, now more than ever—even if pols don’t fully grasp it.


Long gone are the days when party elders (or party hacks) could hand-select candidates, “the people” be damned. As access to the political power grid has become more and more democratized, it’s become abundantly clear that, to succeed—not just in politics, but almost any human endeavor that requires the support of others—you have to be in the mix.


That reality has become harder for more and more of my colleagues. The rise of adversarial media, on Internet platforms as well as television, makes them warier of impromptu encounters, lest their opinions and words be grabbed and used against them. In many places public life is less spontaneous than ever. U.S. Senators, in particular, hold fewer town hall meetings than they once did—and when they do, the audience more frequently than not is pre-selected from among supporters. Compared with my early days in the Senate a quarter-century ago, fewer Senators take to the floor with extemporaneous remarks. In the chamber and in committee rooms, most of their commentary consists of prepared, pre-chewed, and pre-digested talking points vetted by staff, lobbyists, and consultants. The creativity necessary if we’re going to fix up the world is now stripped from the public realm.


But it needn’t be that way. The greatest joy in public life is not the recognition. It really is the representation… and you cannot represent without being present.


A case in point. A few weeks ago, after a grueling two weeks in DC, I landed in Portland International Airport, PDX for short, after a long, late, and bumpy flight. A guy with a hard hat and a name tag that read “George” came up to me and, with a touch of sarcasm in his voice, said, “Hey, Ron, great to see you just got in from your home in New York.” Right-wing talk radio in Oregon has been trying for more than a decade to convince my neighbors that I live in New York City because my wife is the third-generation owner of the legendary Strand bookstore.


I suspect George thought I was going to duck him—you know, pull out my cell phone and mumble about an important call from the White House and then stride off. But I didn’t (and I don’t). I told him, “No, I’m going home now—right off Glenwood in Southeast Portland.” (Giving away my home address isn’t as surprising as it might seem; everyone knows where I live because I shoot baskets at the courts at Duniway Elementary School a few blocks from our house.)


George lit up and dropped the sarcasm. “Great!” he said. “I figured that stuff they were saying on the radio about you living in New York was a bunch of B.S.” What he really wanted was to talk to me about all the construction he was working on at PDX. He wasn’t complaining about anything; he mostly wanted to comment on the growth of the city, how much it had changed since his childhood, and the role he was playing in those changes. At the end, he said, “Ron, you guys take a lot of crap. I appreciate you taking the time to listen to me.”


Although it’s my job to represent George, his family, and every other Oregonian while doing my job in Washington, DC, I have no idea whether George will ever vote for me. But I am pretty sure he went home that night and told his family, “I met Ron Wyden at the airport, and he wasn’t a jerk. He heard me, and asked me about this and that, and I think I taught him a thing or two.”


In Washington, I’m “Mr. Chairman” and treated with deference. The minute I step on that plane for Portland, I am the employee of George and 4.2 million other Oregonians. Listening to them and with them, even if they’re not going to vote for me, is a prerequisite at a time when adversarial media are driving people apart.


Which leads me to the last component of chutzpah. It’s not only about boldness in the service of the good or making productive noise or exciting sustained attention to the objective you are trying to achieve. It’s not only leadership by listening around. Chutzpah is also about humility wrapped within the outward display of confidence.


Most of us have to work at that. It was once said of me that I am not the textbook portrait of a Senator with rugged good looks in a fancy suit with an expensive haircut. And yet I have created public moments that have protected millions of people and moved the destinies of entire industries. You don’t need to be born with this talent. You just need to embrace the ability of your brain, your ears, and your mouth to engage productively with the people and situations you encounter.


Or, as one of the greatest Jewish sages, Rabbi Hillel, says in the Mishnah: “If I am not for myself, who should be for me? And when I am for myself alone, what am I? And if not now, then when?”
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