I.     There’s a War Going On!

“The test of our progress is not whether we add more to the abundance of those who have much, but it is whether we provide enough for those who have little.”

-Franklin D. Roosevelt

“We are here to awaken from the illusion of our separateness.”

-Thich Nhat Hanh

There’s a war going on and most Americans are unaware that it is occurring! I’m not referring to the terrorist war and the tragic events of September 11. This war is not happening outside of our borders, or in another part of the world.  It is occurring in every community, neighborhood, suburb, town, city and living room in this country every hour, every day.  In many ways it occurs inside each of us on a daily basis.

It is a war difficult to grasp, although it could be described simply as a war ultimately between good and evil, a moral and spiritual war, a war for our very soul as individuals, as a country, as a world family.  As Abraham Lincoln said, “This country cannot afford to be materially rich and spiritually poor.”

CNN is not covering this war.  Most of our major media sources report only skirmishes 

or parts of battles, and if anything the larger “corporatization” of our media camouflages what is really occurring.  Popular media has the propensity of concentrating on one story whether it be the O.J. Simpson tragedy or the more recent Gary Condit news item.

What exactly is the war?  Let me first describe some of the symptoms of the war.  

· Thirty years ago, poverty rates for children and seniors in this country were roughly the same.  The poverty rate today for children in this country is almost one out of five.  Poverty rates for seniors have dropped to a little over ten percent. 

· Of the 14 million poor children in 1999, 8.9 million were white, 4 million were black, and 3.9 million were Hispanic.  The children in poverty represented 16% of all white children, 37% of all black children and 36% of all Hispanic children (New York Times; Aug 5, 2000).

· Between 1979 and 1997 the average income of the richest fifth of the population jumped from nine times the income of the poorest fifth to around fifteen times.  The United States leads the world in economic inequality.  
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The United States incarcerates more individuals than any industrialized country in the world, almost 2,000,000 individuals. 

It costs roughly $100,000 to build a prison cell in this country, and on average $30,000 to maintain a prison bed.  Prisons unfortunately are in many ways “colleges” for crime.  The public tends to believe that we can lock away individuals for a long time and that they will no longer be a menace.  The fact is that 95% of all prisoners in the U.S. today will be out in five years or less and generally they will return to our communities angrier and more anti-social than when they entered prison.

· The average public school classroom size for our children is at an all time high.

· Proportionally our public schools are failing more children of color at the same time that our country is becoming even more diverse and multi-racial.

· Our divorce rate continues to hover at about 50%, and children in single parent households continue to increase.

We claim we are a country that cares about our children and yet one of the most 

common parenting mistakes is believing that children follow what we say, rather than as we do.  And if you look at our behavior, we are clearly throwing away millions of children and the human capital they represent.  As the old Midwest expression goes, “We are eating our seed corn.”

· The problems and issues of substance abuse in our communities continue to haunt us.  If you asked the average person on the street whether we have a drug problem, they would most likely say yes and immediately think of illegal drug issues.  However, our two largest drug issues in this country that cause disease and death continue to be alcohol and nicotine. 

· Our growing health insurance costs are increasingly driven by pharmaceutical costs and individuals’ use of drugs.
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Drug companies can advertise directly to the consumer for both over-the-counter and now for prescription drugs, with products ranging from pills for when you can’t get to sleep to pills to help you wake up, to remedies for when you overeat, have heartburn, anxiety, depression, etc.  

I am not arguing against the many beneficial aspects of drugs, but I am very concerned about the continual bombardment of the message that any discomfort or anxiety is abnormal, and to some extent that there aren’t adverse consequences to be paid for choices that we make.  More importantly we may be missing the significance of strengthening alternatives to managing life’s challenges versus taking a drug or drinking alcohol as the primary coping approaches.
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· Another symptom of the war is that over 40 million Americans are still without any health insurance and increasingly the consumer is more and more dissatisfied when they encounter the “health care” system. 

· Mental health and substance abuse benefits are still not offered on an equal basis as other physical maladies, even though over 20% of the population at any one time experience mental health and/or substance abuse problems.    

· The disproportionate amount of our health care dollars we spend to extend life at the very end of the life cycle at the expense of overall quality of life versus dollars for prenatal and early childhood care is a great cause for concern.

· Issues of family violence continue to plague too many children and families.

· A new report in the Journal of American Medical Association suggests that one in five adolescent girls become victims of physical or sexual violence or both in a romantic relationship.  This was a recent study involving a national survey of over 4,000 high school girls.  Some experts suggest it might be even higher.

· Our media and popular culture continue to promote violent, racist and sexist images to all age groups, whether through television, movies, music or print.

· Our political leaders often oversimplify the complexities we face for expedient and partisan reasons, with too much finger pointing and little statesmanship or leadership in actual problem solving.

· This country continues to struggle with the issues of race.  Dropout rates for children of color are much higher than for white students.  There is an overrepresentation of minorities in our criminal justice system, and there are more young black men in prison today than there are in colleges.  We continue to ignore the special problems and challenges of children and families of color, whether they are black, Latino, Asian, Native American, mixed race, etc.  

· Yet another symptom of our war is our care or lack thereof for our overall 

environment.  Our ozone layer continues to thin out and our weather patterns   

are impacted, and this country recently retreated from joining the   

“Family of Nations” trying to establish a major agreement to reduce the negative effect of carbon dioxide emissions.

· Legalized gambling continues to grow state by state.  Gambling is not a risk-free activity.  Government revenue from gambling profits is the fastest growing percentage of governmental revenue growth.  A recent New York state lottery ad showed a man in a boat fishing and the camera zooms in and the man says, “My friends used to make fun that I didn’t save for my retirement, but guess what?  I won the lottery.  Now who’s laughing?”  A message from the New York State Lottery Commission.  A subtle and powerful message is being sent that not only is gambling okay but saving isn’t necessary.
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We continue to spend more and more dollars on armaments and guns, not only for use in this country but also for selling them throughout the world. 

I am reminded of Dwight D. Eisenhower’s concern shared over forty years ago: 

“Every gun that is made, every warship launched, every rocket fired, signifies in a final sense a theft from those who are not fed, those who are cold and not clothed.  This world in arms is not spending money alone, it is spending the sweat of its laborers, the genius of its scientists, the hopes of its children.”

Colin Powell also used war metaphor language in a recent comment:  

“As a soldier in the army, I never would have sent my troops into battle without a sense of mission and vision, without preparing them, without giving them the equipment, the supplies, the weapons they need to be successful in battle.  Yet every day we send our youngsters out into our communities to do battle, and they are not prepared.”

So what is the war?  I would maintain the war is about how we attend to ourselves and  provide care to each other and to our communities.  E.F. Schumacher said, “An entirely new system of thought is needed, a system based on attention to people, and not primarily attention to goods.”  

Ellen Goodman recently commented about the movement of women into the workforce 

since the ‘70s.  She said:

“Women are doing more of the traditional male jobs than men are doing the traditional female jobs.”  She goes on to say that, “It’s been easier to win equal access to traditional male values like success, power and independence, than to win equal time for the traditional female values like family, community and caregiving…We’ve come all the way through this circle change without answering the basic question posed at the very beginning: ‘Who will take care of the children?’  Only now, as we too get older, we have added a new question, ‘Who will take care of our parents and grandparents?’”

All around us we are seeing the evidence of a shortage of available teachers, nurses and 

other community caregivers.  Clearly we have done a better job of upholding the values of independence than we have of community.  We have looming on the horizon inter-generational conflicts around the issues of Social Security and health care.  Can and will all of the 20 to 60 year olds support all of the over 60 year olds? 

In the last ten years we have had tremendous growth of wealth in our country as a whole.  Yet the claim for use of this wealth as investments for our future and for our children is hardly being made.    

A few are.  Again, Colin Powell:

“It is only right that in this time of wealth, this time of success, this time of surplus, that we ought to put another claim out there to compete with all the other claims out there.  This is a claim to help all of the young people of America.”

So, I believe the war is about our children and our future.  Abraham Lincoln said, “Children are the message we send to the future.”  Robert Bellah and others in the book 

Habits of the Heart describe the war in this way:

“For several centuries we have been embarked on a great effort to increase our freedom, wealth, and power.  For over a hundred years, a large part of the American people, the middle class has imagined that the virtual meaning of life lies in acquisition of ever-increasing status, income, and authority, from which genuine freedom is supposed to come.  Our achievements have been enormous.  They permit us the aspiration to become a genuinely humane society in a genuinely decent world, and provide many of the means to attain that aspiration.  Yet we seem to be hovering on the very brink of disaster, not only from international conflict but from the internal incoherence of our society.  What has gone wrong?  How can we reverse the slide toward the abyss?”

So what is the war?  I maintain it is a war of self-alone vs. self as part of a whole, 

interdependent with others, our environment, our world.  It is a choice of whether we choose to be ultimately only consumers, takers, and live a life for ourselves alone, or courageously choose a life as stewards, trustees, investors and givers.  

It is also an internal war of whether we will choose self acceptance and self love versus self hate; whether we will courageously strive to reach our higher nature, honor our unique individual gifts, as well as others’, or retreat to an empty and hollow way of being.  Peter Bloch put it well when he said, “If there is no transformation inside each of us, all structural change in the world will have no impact on our institutions.”   

Join the battle for your own sake, for others, and for all our children, and if you are in the war already, continue to fortify yourself each day and then continue to enlist others to participate in fighting the war.  As Mary Wollstonecraft said, “The beginning is always today.”

