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Preface

On April 21, 2009 our nation took an important step forward in re-affirming our historic commitment to citizen participation, compassion and generosity by expanding opportunities for civic engagement, community service and volunteerism. On that day President Barack Obama, who credited community service with giving him direction in life, signed a $5.7 billion national service bill that would triple the size of AmeriCorps, our national service program. The legislation extended AmeriCorps for eight years and expanded the ways that students could earn money for college and graduate school by volunteering to work in underserved communities across the country. *

At the signing ceremony Obama said, “What this legislation does then, is to help harness this patriotism and connect deeds to needs.” He pointed out that AmeriCorps creates opportunities not only for students but for seniors and everyone in between. In putting this landmark law into perspective Obama went on to say “It is just the beginning of a sustained, collaborative and focused effort to involve our greatest resource our citizens in the work of remaking this nation.”

Obama was joined by Senator Edward Kennedy, (D-Mass) who was a co-sponsor of the bi-partisan legislation with Senator Orrin Hatch, (R-Utah). Kennedy reminded the audience that Obama’s efforts echoed those of his brother, President John F. Kennedy. He said, “Today another young President has challenged another generation to give back to their nation,” citing his brother’s effort to establish the Peace Corps. Also present to lend their support to this endeavor were former First Lady Rosalynn Carter who, with her husband former President Jimmy Carter, are still volunteering to build housing for the poor by working with Habitat for Humanity, 35 years after leaving the White House. After signing the legislation Obama and First Lady Michelle Obama joined former President Bill Clinton who proposed and established AmeriCorps in 1994 in celebrating the event by planting trees in Washington’s Kenilworth Park and Aquatic Gardens.

I know how valuable community Service can be because I experienced it first-hand as a volunteer in 1965 when President Lyndon Johnson initiated the War on Poverty. I participated in one of the anti-poverty programs, Volunteers in Service to America (VISTA often referred to as domestic Peace Corp, the fore-runner of AmeriCorps. I was assigned to teach and do community development work in East Harlem in New York City and my experience was eye-opening and transformative). The truth of the matter was that though I had received as good an education as I assumed one could get: an Ivy League prep school, an Ivy League undergraduate university and an Ivy League graduate school, I knew absolutely nothing about what life was like in inner-city ghettoes, Chinatowns and barrios; or the Appalachia’s and the Native American reservations of America.

Thus, as a consequence of my own experience, many years later, in 1992, while a professor at the University of California at Berkeley, I decided that instead of giving a mid-semester exam I would give the students in all my classes the option of doing 16 hours of community service. The university has an outstanding Public Service Center that places students in volunteer opportunities with a diverse range of community organizations and institutions. I told the students, “If you want to go into the law, volunteer with a neighborhood Legal Services program; if you’re pre-med volunteer to work at a local health center or hospital; if you want to go into the environmental sciences there are at least 10 environmental organizations in the San Francisco Bay Area; if you want to go into teaching, volunteer at an elementary or secondary school ….” And so it went. After their service the students were required to write a comprehensive essay on how they viewed their experience and what they had learned. (Over the 20 year period that I assigned community service I had joint appointments at the departments of Planning and Urban Studies, American Studies, and African-American Studies so the students came from different disciplines).) Yet, without exception the student’s essays in all of the classes would warm the heart of even the most skeptical academic. And the students wrote, nearly uniformly, in the evaluations of each of the courses that their community service experience was “outstanding.”

I can assure you, dear readers that 16 hours of community service beats the hell out of staying up three nights trying to guess and then memorize what might be on a mid-semester exam; regurgitating it in an in-class blue exam book; and then forgetting what you memorized two days later. Many students actually wrote that they would remember and value their volunteer experiences for their whole lives. In all of those years only one student chose to take the exam. (It was Spring semester and she was on the women’s varsity softball team and they played games on weekends.)

In time, after reading the essays, talking with students, and seeing the course evaluations, I became convinced that community service was a far more meaningful and productive way for students to spend their time by engaging with, and gaining insights into, the real-world space that they hope to inhabit in the future. It gave them a practical perspective that would complement and enhance what they were learning intellectually. Both are valuable and necessary. Interestingly enough, some students wrote that they changed their majors after their service experience. For example, one student who was pre-med wrote, “I thought I wouldn’t like working with children but I loved the children I taught and I now want to become an elementary school teacher.”

In 2012, former Supreme Court Judge Sandra Day O’Connor the first woman appointed to the Court wrote about the fact that our educational system is failing to impart the basic knowledge that young people need in order to become effective citizens and leaders as they mature. More specifically she said that,


“Statistics show that the problem is real and undeniable. On the last nationwide civics assessment test, two thirds of students scored below proficiency. Only about one-third of Americans can name the three branches of government, let alone describe their role in our democratic system.Less than one-fifth of high school seniors—citizens who might be eligible to exercise their franchise for the first time this November—can explain how citizen participation benefits democracy.”



This is shocking and does not bode well for the future of democracy; as civic engagement and citizen participation are the life-blood of a democracy. This alienation from our nation’s civic life and the workings of government at all levels, as well as the indifference to the role of citizenship are the main reasons I decided to write this book. At the time of the beginning of our nation Thomas Paine wrote that “The highest vocation of an individual in a democracy is that of citizen.” Or, as some of my students put it, “Use it or lose it.” All over the world young people are struggling, and sometimes giving their lives, to help achieve democracy in their own countries, yet we seem to be frittering it away. Why is this happening?

Time and again I have been told by educators at all levels—as well as parents—that they cannot compete with the pervasive mass marketing of Entertainment Nation. The light that illumines is often no match for the glare that obscures. Our youngsters are constantly being bombarded with commercial messages that reinforce materialism, trivial amusement and gadgetry. They’re fed a constant stream of popular music, film, junk food, video games, and iconic brands that are all meant to narcotize them. All of which distracts them from learning, reflecting, maturing, having genuine interpersonal relationships and being curious about the values of the society they live in. Just spend 10 minutes having coffee with a high school teacher and you’ll hear about decay of classroom decorum and the drastic decline of student attention span.

Before you become despondent about this felonious assault on the sensibilities of our youth let me assure you that there are antidotes, cures, and solutions. I’ll address some of these concerns in the next several paragraphs, and the book will focus on solutions. But keep in mind that it will require some effort on the part of adults. Young people learn by example so adults, as role models, also have to be engaged themselves. As the old saying goes, “If you’re not part of the solution you’re part of the problem.”

Community service, my own and that of my students, also taught me an important lesson about our society: Ethical values and healthy communities are not inherited; they are either re-created through action by each generation, or they are not. Community service is unique and valuable because it helps us to regenerate our best values and principles as a society and as individuals. From Plato to the present civic virtue has been at the core of civilized behavior. My experience as a teacher, as well as the faculty advisor to the Public Service Center at the university, has convinced me that ethical and moral values cannot survive from one generation to the next if the only preservatives are textbooks and research studies. Dr. Margaret Mead, one of my teachers at graduate school at Columbia, taught us that a truly healthy person is a thinking, feeling and acting person. She was right; real-life experience is the crucible for shaping values. Out of it develops an intuition and a living memory that are the seeds of a humane and just society.

I am thoroughly convinced that as we struggle to become a more humane and just society and to preserve our democratic values that a civics course and community service be required of every high school student in the 11th or 12th grade. And that a reasonable number of voluntary community service hours (16 hours a semester at a minimum) should become part of the required core curriculum at all colleges and universities.

It seems to me that another group that would benefit from community service is the U. S. Congress. Members of Congress spend far too much time with well-heeled contributors and pricey lobbyists leaving them with hardly any time for their less fortunate constituents. So, members should instead of, or in addition to, being feted at Super Bowls, golf tournaments or junkets to the Caribbean or to Hawaii be required to spend ten days a year in their home district pitching in at a Head Start program or at a soup kitchen for the homeless and hungry; or even at a neighborhood health center in a community that’s adjacent to a chemical plant, a coal or copper mine or an oil refinery. This experience might be especially helpful to them when considering legislation related to early childhood education, food stamps or environmental health and justice issues. What could be an authentic and illuminating experience shouldn’t be that much of a strain since the House, for example, is usually in session only about 135 days a year; while ordinary citizens clock in around 240 days a of work a year.

If this were to actually happen perhaps members of Congress could then become more exposed and sensitized to the problems and needs of a broader base of their constituency, in particular those citizens who do not have access, unlike the corporate and wealthy contributors to their campaigns, who are always seeking favors and tax breaks and whose audacity is boundless and who always have the access they need. How’s that as a novel political concept—paying attention to the needs of ordinary citizens.

Congress might then seriously consider the very kind of initiatives that Pope Francis spoke about during his historic visit and speech to Congress in 2015; one that was enthusiastically received by the members. Yet one is hard put to find, in turn, the initiatives from Congress that would translate the Pope’s eloquent and compelling words into deeds to actually come up with a legislative plan of action for economic and social justice. Unfortunately, too many legislators fail to understand the difference between moralistic posturing and authentic moral behavior. Once they put their minds to it they might even also consider passing campaign finance reform legislation that could restore democracy, fairness and honesty to our elections.

In another policy matter related to Congressional action, Senator Bernie Sanders, during the course of the Democratic presidential primary campaign, proposed that all young Americans be given the opportunity for a tuition-free higher education at colleges or universities in their home state. Though his goal is well-intended, I think the means he has outlined are ill-conceived. First of all the opportunity should not be universal, as I do not think that working class and middle class taxpayers should foot the bill for children of the wealthy. (There should be a means test for eligibility that the annual family income be below $150,000). As a practical matter I’m certain that this proposal, as Sanders outlined it, would be a non-starter in Congress; since both the House and the Senate are controlled by conservative Republicans who have been opposed to increasing the number of Pell grants for needy students, as well as reducing the crushing burden of debt for students and their families. Since I am in full agreement with Sanders’ and Hillary Clinton’s goal, that of providing a tuition-free higher education for all young Americans whose families find it unaffordable, let me suggest a legislative strategy to achieve the same goal with more practical and realistic means. It’s a strategy that I’m convinced, has a much better chance of being supported by a large majority of the public as well as being considered more favorably by Congress.

What is most crucial to success is that the legislation should be modeled after the G.I. Bill of 1944 which offered educational (among other) benefits to veterans of the armed services since WWII. That landmark legislation had a positive and powerful impact on our society by improving the economic and social well-being of millions of Americans. It also helped spur the growth of our national economy. What is needed now is a National Community Service and Education Act. It would provide for the following: Any high school graduate who volunteers for AmeriCorps and completes two years of service shall be eligible to receive four years of tuition-free education at a home state college or university. If they have graduated from college and then volunteer for AmeriCorps and complete two years they can receive four years of tuition-free graduate school. It is critically important that a tuition-free education not be viewed as a freebie; but rather as just compensation for performing a vital national and community service. The legislation should also have an incentive for seniors who have much to offer as there are a substantial number of baby-boomers who are near retirement; many of whom want to remain active. For every one or two years of service a senior can accumulate two or four years of credit for a tuition-free higher education for a grandchild to be held in trust by the federal government.

For those who are not familiar with the program, AmeriCorps volunteers work with local non-profit or public institutions and organizations in the fields of: education; environmental protection; health and mental health; and public safety; in underserved communities across the country. If seems to me that if we, as a nation, can mobilize young men and women to fight in the jungles of Southeast Asia or have them volunteer to fight in the deserts of the Near East, we most certainly can afford to have them volunteer to improve the quality of life in America while making our communities and citizens healthier, smarter and safer. Community service is not just about lending a helpful hand; it is about learning: duty, ethics, leadership, patriotism, teamwork and valuable skills; all of which will make the volunteers better students when they get to college … and most important as a consequence of their service better citizens. I am of the firm belief that the time has come when America the land of opportunity does for class inequality and racial injustice, as well as for domestic tranquility and for peace what we have done for war.

On January 20, 2016 a huge step forward was taken in making the case that community service should become an integral part of the education of all young Americans—a case that I make in this book. On that day admissions deans and other leaders from over 50 of the nation’s top colleges and universities (including all the Ivy’s) announced a national and comprehensive effort to reshape the college admissions process and promote concern for the common good. At that time a report, “Turning the Tide: Inspiring Concern for Others and the Common Good through College Admissions” made concrete recommendations to reshape the college admissions process and promote greater ethical engagement among aspiring students. Richard Weissbourd of the Harvard Graduate School of Education and Co-director of the Making Caring Common Project said, “Too often today’s culture sends young people messages that emphasize personal success rather than concern for others and the common good.” He further stated that, “As a rite of passage, college admissions play a powerful role in shaping student attitudes and behaviors. Admissions deans are stepping up collectively to underscore the importance of meaningful engagement in communities and greater equity for economically diverse students.” The message of the report and the project is to remind us that both ethical civic engagement and intellectual engagement are highly important and more fairly capture the strengths and potential of students across race, class and culture. This approach is right on the mark; it not only levels the playing field for students but it advances the struggle for civic virtue, as well as economic and social justice for our nation.

When Obama signed the AmeriCorps legislation into law he put the issue of community service into a perspective that every American should reflect upon. He said,


“I’m asking you to help change history’s course, put your shoulder up against the wheel, and if you do I promise you your life will be richer, our country will be stronger, and someday, years from now, you may remember it as the moment when your own story and the American story converged, when they came together, and we met the challenges of our new century.”



I couldn’t agree more. While thinking about Obama’s remarks, I’m reminded that Eleanor Roosevelt arguably the most influential American woman of the 20th century said, “It’s far better to light the candles than to curse the darkness.” It’s better because actually doing something is healthier, smarter, and infinitely more rewarding than complaining or feeling hopeless and depressed. The very act of affecting change is empowering and hopeful and it nourishes the heart, mind, and soul.
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Introduction:

A Nation Challenged

A mericans have been a very fortunate people. Indeed our nation and our people have been blessed with: abundant natural resources; a temperate climate; a Bill of Rights and Constitution bequeathed to us thanks to the genius of our founding fathers; the protective geography of two oceans and friendly neighbors to the north and south; waves of immigrants, who fleeing religious and political persecution, as well as economic deprivation, were thankful to arrive at Ellis Island or Angel Island; and a citizenry with boundless energy, openness and generosity. Americans have taken great pride in being the world’s oldest democracy and the land of opportunity. *

Yet, that is not the America we know today—one that is still reeling from the economic fallout from the Great Recession and the worst environmental disaster in our history; a housing mortgage meltdown with families losing their homes; skyrocketing student debt and health-care costs; unacceptable levels of unemployment and underemployment; and an ageing and broken infrastructure. If this were not bad enough, local governments, states and cities—some close to bankruptcy and others bankrupt—are faced with massive layoffs of teachers, police, fire fighters and human service professionals. These are hard times and a growing majority of Americans have been telling the pollsters, for the past twelve years, that “our nation is headed in the wrong direction” and “that their children will be the first generation to do worse that their parents.” Among other issues, this book will focus on two critical questions. They are: How did we get into this mess? And what can be done to turn things around? There is a critical role for you in helping to reverse this downward trend.

Volunteers are needed in America today in record numbers. People are in trouble—and they are turning to voluntary organizations in their communities for help. Millions of Americans—middle class, working class, professional and business executives—have experienced a loss of job, a home, a business or small farm failure, a personal bankruptcy, a loss of pension or retirement income. Poverty and homelessness have increased. And millions more are only a layoff, an illness, a divorce, or an accident away from falling into poverty. And recent studies have found that the largest increase in homelessness was among families with children. Food banks—even in upscale suburban areas—are serving families who, a couple of years ago were the ones who did the serving and the donating of the food. The environment is in trouble too, and environmental organizations need volunteers to be effective in combating global warming.

Above all, public debate on where this country is headed is in trouble. The Republican presidential primary debates are but one example. The political deadlock and poisonous partisanship in Washington does not help matters either. Organizations that work on public policy need volunteers to keep public debate alive, to keep democracy viable, and to make a better future possible.

Voluntary efforts, however, should not be a substitute for the government’s failure to act. And that’s the great danger today because the federal government has been cutting back on social and human services for thirty-five years—since the Reagan administration—while slashing funds for basic social service assistance to state and local governments. This could not happen at a worse time.

Our nation is in an extremely precarious position. It looks like we could well have a double-dip recession and even stagflation over the next several years. Yet while President Barack Obama has put forth several important initiatives to: stimulate the economy; provide needed financial aid to local government; offer loans to help small business; and extend unemployment benefits; the Republicans in Congress have opposed him in every instance. This makes it extremely difficult to pass legislation that can alleviate the suffering that cash-strapped families are experiencing.

What is needed is a coherent and comprehensive understanding of how we got into this economic mess as well as an understanding of the public policy initiatives—economic, environmental and social—that it will take to assure a full and healthy recovery. Yet this is not happening. Why not? There are several reasons, but initially I’ll touch on three: 1) Because of the way that economics is taught; 2)Because of the way that the mass media covers politics; and 3) Because the Republicans seem to think that it’s in their political interest to oppose every necessary reform that President Obama proposes.

First, the way economics is taught. Education in economics is almost non-existent at the high school level (a few random pages of charts and curves) and on the college level it’s far too abstract and theoretical. Thus the vast majority of Americans do not understand how economic policy is made and how it affects them. Nowhere have the mass media, politicians, the experts, and our education system failed us more than in the area of economic education. It is amazing how so many intelligent people get nervous at the sound of the word “economics.” What’s more, the so-called experts have confused us so much that we don’t even trust our common sense. The truth of the matter is that we have an appallingly low level of economic literacy with most people buying into myths rather than truths. It is for precisely this reason that independent likely voters were telling pollsters that the Democrats are responsible for our economic woes, particularly the deficits and debt; when in fact it was eight years of George W. Bush and a compliant and enabling Republican Congress that gave us these failed “trickle-down” economic policies.

Next, it’s important to examine the critical role of the mass media, the dominant means of conveying information to the American public. In the past thirty years we’ve experienced a steady and marked decline in the quality of journalism.

To a great extent, we have not had a serious national public policy debate because the mass media, with few exceptions—NPR, PBS, and some print journalism—have treated politics, as well as economic and social policy, as entertainment: a combination of hype and palliative. There’s an unconscious cynicism in the way the mass media has reported the previous day’s happening; OBAMA WINS or SENATE DEMS BEATEN. The political and economic life of the country has been reduced to little more than a struggle for political power, the results not unlike the score of a football game. There seems to be no higher good, no national purpose, no critical judgment. The problem is that 75 percent of the public get their news from television and talk radio, the worst offenders. And with the advent of 24/7 cable TV, the internet, and the blogosphere, traditional news sources have dumbed down content to compete for revenue and audiences with short attention spans.

[image: image]

Most of us should know that our dependence on mindless, endless, irrelevant evening news and cable-news sound bites and talk radio ranting creates the illusion that we are learning something. We are not. In the process of being bombarded by de-contextualized and useless information, we lose our freedom to make genuine choices based on the coherent, rational ideas about our economy and how it affects social policies and the well-being of our communities. Hype has impoverished our political debate. It undermines the very idea that public discourse can be educational and edifying—or that national public policy can grow out of reflective discussion and shared political values. This “MacNews” approach has undercut our moral values and civic traditions. We have sought simplistic answers to complex problems without even beginning to comprehend our loss. The Donald Trump campaign is but one glaring example. Anger is not a policy.

But now we’re getting ahead of ourselves. A more detailed analysis, as well as a healthy antidote to media hype, is discussed in the chapter, “The Reading Cure”.

The loss of coherent and comprehensive public discourse raises some difficult and complex questions about the relationship between policy and community service. Volunteers work in a context, and that context is shaped by America’s social and economic policy. That policy, in turn, is shaped by politics in Washington D.C.

Next, let’s look at Republican opposition to Obama’s policies and the political deadlock in Washington. It would appear that the GOP. leadership, Mitch McConnell, the Majority Leader in the Senate and Paul Ryan, the Speaker of the House, are convinced that the way for their party to climb the greasy pole back to the White House is to attack anything Obama says and to oppose any and all legislation that Obama or Congressional Democratic leadership propose. And to do so without any concern as to what is best for the country. They have opposed: the economic recovery stimulus package; health care reform; climate change reform; banking and financial services reform; campaign finance reform; extension of unemployment benefits; consumer affairs reform; a partial ban on deep sea drilling and immigration reform, among other legislative initiatives. Moreover, they have not even bothered to offer any constructive or reasonable alternatives whatsoever. It’s just like they dusted off and put on their old Nancy Reagan JUST SAY NO buttons.

Instead of offering creative alternatives, Ryan and McConnell slavishly recite—as does the Republican Congressional Chorus—the same repetitive 30 second sound bites for the evening television news, day in and day out. They could just as well put a parrot before the mike. Apparently their handlers and pollsters—with fresh research from a focus group of 15 folks in Hammond, Indiana—have told them that the mantra of “lower taxes, less government” is the winning slogan that will play in Peoria. What’s really scary is that this mindless strategy might even win.

If it does work, and the Republican Party—shoved and shouted further to the right of George W. Bush by the Tea Party—stays in power by winning the House and Senate in 2016, as well as the White House, we’ll be in far bigger trouble than we were during the Bush era. We’ll have to contend with a more extreme version of Bush’s ruinous policies. Republican leadership, who for eight years partnered with Bush in taking us to the economic abyss are now doubling down their political bets because of pressure from their right-wing base, Trump, and the Tea Party and their belief that the voters have short memories.

In July of 2010 thirty-eight Republican members of the House, including two in critical leadership positions, formed a Tea Party Caucus, now called the Freedom Caucus. They are playing with fire as the angry populism and simplistic rhetoric they are promoting is not a substitute for coherent and comprehensive public policies. For want of creative and serious ideas and policies, the GOP and Trump are practicing the art of superficial posturing and caving in to what is called “crackpot realism”. The consequences of this kind of cynical pandering—if they win—will be government by provisional catastrophe; which could well lead to man-on-the-white-horse authoritarianism. Just thinking about this possibility reminds me of the words of Robert Frost, “I have seen the future; and I don’t advocate it.”

If this sounds gloomy, unless you hadn’t noticed, we’re going through bleak times. But it need not be that way. We have been through bad times before. First, we have to confront the reality that there is no easy or simple solution to the problems we face as a nation. For too long we put our faith in incompetent pitchmen posing as leaders (Ronald Reagan and Bush II) who, with bad ideas and worse policies, have frittered away our natural resources, human capital and financial security. The deficits and debt that have piled up over the past thirty-five years are not only economic—they are also moral and social.
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Another reality we have to face is that Obama is a political leader, he is not a wizard. He cannot wave a magic wand to change reality and make our problems disappear. Problems and policies that were thirty-five years in the making do not go away in two terms. What Obama has done is put our problems into perspective and offer reasonable, doable—and sometimes painful—solutions that require patience. Fortunately for us, he is an intelligent, competent and decent, and he’s displayed qualities of leadership under the most difficult of circumstances. The week of his inauguration the headline in The Onion got it right: America Gives Its Worst Job to a Black Man. All things considered, he’s done a commendable job without any help from the opposition party and with vicious attacks from the reactionary media.

If Obama had a difficult time getting the Republicans in Congress to cooperate his first two years, the past six were all but impossible. Having won control of the House and gained several seats in the Senate in the 2010 midterm elections, the GOP was emboldened to block all legislation proposed by the White House. Their motto was “No We Can’t.”

Obama has to accept some blame for this stinging political defeat. The two issues uppermost in the minds of voters were the economy/unemployment and health care. The administration dawdled far too long on health care, talking about a bipartisan approach that was going nowhere. Meanwhile, the Republicans and the Tea Party were spreading false myths about “death panels” and frightening senior about big cuts in their Medicare. White House strategists also failed to clearly and coherently explain to the American people the long-term benefits of either their health-care reform initiative or their economic stimulus package.

The inability of the White House to communicate effectively on these two issues gave the opposition the opportunity to frame the debate on their own terms; and the mass media had a field day fueling extraneous controversy, especially Tea Party rallies. Facts and truth are no match for angry guys with powdered wigs and tri-corn hats. This media diversion and the failure of the White House to provide a coherent message undermined Obama’s credibility on other issues and detracted from his solid accomplishments. In politics, perception is often more important than substance. Negative public perceptions–as well as a steady dose of attack ads—made it extremely difficult for Democratic House and Senate candidates to compete in tight races.

Now that the Republicans have a majority in the House and Senate, they have absolute power of chairing all legislative committees. They’ve used these powers in the past to freeze out the Democrats, as they did from 2001 until 2007. The Republican chairs hire staff, decide which issues to consider, set legislative priorities, issue subpoenas, and determine when to hold investigations, press conferences, and hearings. During the recent Bush administration, legislative oversight and accountability of the financial sector were no more than a wink and a nod, and a whitewash. That’s how we got into this economic crisis in the first place and GOP leadership, having learned nothing from the past, will continue to try to repeal crucial parts of the financial reform legislation passed in 2010. Now, more than ever, the Republicans are beholden to corporate vested interest, who shoveled huge amounts of money into GOP campaign coffers.

Many pundits are drawing parallels between the 2010 and 2014 midterm elections and the 1994 midterm elections, when Republicans captured both the Senate and House after two years of Bill Clinton’s first term. But there is a huge difference. The economy was in fairly good shape then. Now, the economy is extremely fragile and uncertain. If Republicans are hell-bent on destroying the Obama presidency—as their leadership has repeatedly said is a priority—they could very well continue to oppose legislation crucial to putting the nation’s economy back on track. This legislation includes extension of emergency unemployment benefits; more federal aid to state and local governments to stave off the loss of essential jobs in public safety and education; and a stimulus package targeted toward creating more jobs in infrastructure—roads, sewer systems, airports, bridges, mass transit, and the energy grid—is extremely important if we are to effectively compete in the global economic market. Republican opposition to these job-creating initiatives could well deepen the consequences of the Great Recession, causing untold pain to millions of American families now living on the margins.

Not only did the Democratic Party take a big hit in the midterm elections, so did democracy. Secret money was pumped into the campaign in huge amounts, like toxic waste being dumped into reservoirs across the country. This shadow money was provided, in the main, to Republicans by corporations and wealthy individuals—through the Chamber of Commerce and vested interest groups legitimized by the recent Citizens United decision—who expect dividends in return for their investments. The cash was primarily used for attack ads—targeting Democrats—that flooded our airwaves and mailboxes. At the end of each ad, there should have been a disclaimer: “This message is a dangerous blow to democracy and was made possible by the John Roberts gang-of-five reactionaries on the Supreme Court.” Since when is the sanctioning of legalized bribery “judicial restraint” (as the conservatives preach to us) and a “strict construction” of the Constitution? It took a particularly contorted form of intellectual and moral jujitsu for the Roberts 5–4 majority to pin that decision on our nation’s founders.

If the Tea Partiers and Trumpites have the genuine concern they claim to have for the demise of republicanism in our country, and a decent eleventh grade understanding of American civic history, they’d plant their “Don’t Tread on Me” flags around the Supreme Court, the U.S. Chamber of Commerce, the Republican National Committee headquarters, and Fox News. Patrick Henry could then stop turning over in his grave. The stakes are very high, as the flood of plutocratic undisclosed and unregulated dark money poured into our electoral system not only contaminates our politics and undermines our republican values but it threatens to destroy the integrity of American democracy.

What allowed an American president in the past to lead us out of adversity was their ability to focus the American people on the challenges our country faced, in an open and honest way. But it was up to the American people to bear the burden—to pull together to persevere and succeed. What made a big difference in the past was our ability, as a people, to confront reality. Though the problems may be different today, the means of solving them are the same. It is up to us, individually and collectively, to become part of the solution rather than being part of the problem.

We have to put aside irrelevant distractions, mindless entertainment and false assumptions that somehow everything will work out for the best if we just sit on our rear ends. For example, when we went to war in Iraq, Bush went on television and told the American people to go out to the malls and shop; spend until they maxed out their credit cards. Guess what? That didn’t work, because it was the thumb-sucking materialistic equivalent of binge drinking and denial. No sacrifice, no belt-tightening, no introspection, no questioning, no problem. That’s what people do in television commercials or in sit-coms; not in real life. Can you imagine Washington during the Revolutionary War, or Lincoln during the Civil War or Roosevelt during World War II asking Americans to go out and shop?

Next, Bush told folks—particularly working-class and minorities—to become stakeholders in his “home ownership society”. That was going to be the key to solving our social and domestic problems. Just go down to your friendly neighborhood bank and take out an adjustable interest, sub-prime loan and join the middle class. We know how that turned out.

The Iraq war, shopping at malls and sub-prime loans; if you meld all these together—a failed foreign policy with a failed domestic policy—what you get is a national economy in the tank and international banking chaos—the Wall Street Sharpies call it synergism; but it’s spelled catastrophe. Only through civic engagement and citizen participation can we turn things around. We only have to look at our recent past to see how our nation was changed, for the better, by home-grown grass roots movements. When our leaders could or did not act the people did. The civil rights, anti-war, environmental justice, consumer, anti-apartheid, disabilities, gay and lesbian rights, anti-nuke and anti-sweatshop movements—among others—are a few examples of how citizen action has had a profound effect on American law, society and culture.

Let me share a more recent story about what I’m getting at. About three weeks after 9/11, I was listening to NPR. They were doing interviews with New Yorkers about how that tragedy had affected their lives. One of those interviewed was a seventeen-year-old high school student. He told the interviewer, “Before 9/11, when my friends and I went into a music store to get CDs, or a fast food place, if we weren’t served in 2 minutes I’d get antsy and irritated. Last week I went down to the Red Cross Center to volunteer to give blood. I had to wait three hours and I never felt better in my life.” This story is both real and metaphoric.

The lifeblood of a democracy, in the real world, is volunteering, community service, civic engagement and citizen participation. And that’s what this book is about. It’s a win-win-win situation: it’s good for you, vital to those being served and healthy for your communities and our nation.

There is a postscript to this story that is worth thinking about. My twenty years of working with volunteers has confirmed what my intuition told me: that volunteering for community service could well be the quickest, most rewarding and least expensive way of gaining healthy self-esteem and a life-affirming sense of purpose.


PART ONE

UNDER-

STANDING

COMMUNITY

SERVICE


When you volunteer, it helps a lot to understand the economic and social problems that impact the communities where you donate your time. It is also important to become aware of the political decisions and/or the policies that are causing the problems you’re trying to deal with through your volunteer work. Often, by necessity, volunteers must become advocates for changing those political decisions or policies.

Volunteers can become advocates as individuals or through public interest groups that lobby for systemic change. If a volunteer does not become an advocate, the problems will keep recurring over and over again. The volunteer will either burn out or succumb to “compassion fatigue.” *
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Volunteering, Public Policy, and Politics

L et’s review the economic and social problems facing our people, our communities, and our nation. We have recently experienced the Great Recession that had been 30 years in the making. It is absolutely essential that we comprehend the policies and politics of how we got into this colossal mess. Otherwise, as George Santayana observed, “Those who cannot remember the past are condemned to repeat it.”

The Census Bureau report of September 2010 on increased poverty in the United States should have been a wakeup call. Four million additional Americans found themselves struggling with poverty in 2009, with children comprising the biggest percentage of this population. This increase brought the total number of people in poverty to 44 million—one in seven Americans—the highest level recorded since 1994.

In addition, the states, individually and collectively, were experiencing their biggest budget deficits since World War II because of the loss of federal aid. The reason for the decline of federal aid is that after four consecutive years of federal surpluses under the Clinton administration, the George W. Bush administration managed to give us eight years of the largest federal budget deficits in our history. It is important to understand this and put it in perspective because all the GOP presidential candidates in 2016 were blaming President Obama.

The biggest culprits behind the deficit and the soaring national debt were the two Bush tax cuts. The sad truth is that what Washington giveth in tax cuts, the states taketh back in regressive tax increases and service cuts. But there’s one critical difference: the state tax increases caused by federal tax cuts were mainly shouldered by the middle class and the poor. The state cuts in education, health care, nutrition, and job training especially hurt 44 million poor Americans and another 55 million who are near-poor. Local cuts in education, environmental protection, public safety, libraries, the arts, and mass transit hurt everyone. These are not abstract statistics, but the fate of millions of human beings living in real communities. And this happened at a time when over 46 million Americans did not have health insurance. It’s not a pretty picture, and the painful consequences will be felt for decades, even though the Bush administration is gone. The futures of our children and grandchildren were mortgaged without a serious national debate.

The Bush tax cuts may have been popular, but like snake oil, they sold but they didn’t cure. Lost in all the superficial coverage of the tax cuts was the reality that someone making $1 million annually got a break of $92,000, while an average working family got $256.

Just like in the “The Wizard of Oz,” when we finally get to see who was operating the smoke-puffing machine, we find a consummate pitchman. In Bush’s case, the man behind the screen was a flag-waving, anti-terrorist fear monger who labeled his opponents anti-patriotic. Early in his administration, following the tragedy of 9/11, Bush and his party cooked up the ultimate recipe for keeping political power. A nation in a constant state of anxiety—over the threat of terrorism, or a potential war—is a nation off balance. The Bush administration exploited that insecurity and used it as a cover to divert public attention from the country’s serious domestic economic and social problems and the administration’s political agenda.

The “Bush doctrine” opened the door to a series of pre-emptive wars against “evil” regimes, ostensibly to protect the United States and bring security, stability, safety and democracy to the citizens of Baghdad and Kabul. These two wars cost over two trillion dollars and thousands of lives. Meanwhile, the administration showed little or no concern for the security, stability and safety of the citizens of New York, Los Angeles, Detroit, Cleveland, or thousands of other cities and small towns across America, who were facing enormous economic and social difficulties.

Bush did a clever job of manipulating the mass media, but in reality his smooth imagery and charming personality were steadily and subtly undermining America’s values. While he composed hymns to individualism, Sunday piety, trickle-down economics, and family values, he tried to gut most programs providing for social, economic and environmental justice. America’s families needed less pious rhetoric, and more policies geared toward a healthy economy, secure jobs, decent health care, affordable housing, quality public education, renewable energy and a sustainable environment. Bush seemed unable—or unwilling—to grasp that the government has an important leadership role in this. In fact, the only policy that Bush seemed energized by was one of tax giveaways for the rich and for corporate America.
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