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WE HAVE MET THE ENEMY AND HE IS US! 
 

 
A year ago this October I visited my good friend 
Father Dan Coughlin, Chaplain to the U. S. House of 
Representatives. We have known each other from 
our work together with the National Federation of 
Diocesan Liturgical Commissions in the Seventies. 
We met in his office down in the catacombs of the 
House and then made our way up to dining room.  
The House was in recess (much to my relief) so we 
had the hallowed dining room to ourselves.  I had a 
wonderful poached salmon with a dill and butter sauce. And spinach salad.  
We didn’t talk about politics at all (which I always find quite painful). Just 
about old times.  Dan gives the invocation each day and is available for 
counsel for the members.  (He has got to have the patience of a saint!) 
 
Visiting the Capitol made me proud to be an American. But these days I’m  
the Capitol made me proud to be an American. But these days I’m shamed 
and embarrassed.  Maybe this is the way that America was years ago. But not 
in my lifetime.  Right now, there’s just too much anger.  Too much 
mudslinging.  Too many lies.  Too much hatred.  Too much incivility for our 
own good.   Too much rage that could be ignited at any moment.  It almost 
was by a gunman in California who was “inspired” by the “teaching” of one 
Glen Beck a week ago. 
 
The problem I have with all of this is shouldn’t we teach our children respect 
for authority?   Isn’t the President due a certain amount of respect simply 
because he is the president?   Don’t you teach your kids to respect their 
teachers? 
 
When we get into crisis situations we look for other people to blame; we look 
for a scapegoat.  The DEMOCRATS are the problem!  Throw the bums out!  
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The REPUBLICANS are the problem!  Throw the . . .    Or the illegals.  Or 
the gays. Or the Muslims.  Or the (um) Tea Partiers. 
 
WAIT A MINUTE!  Stop!  Don’t we realize that we all have some share 
of responsibility for the problems we are carrying?  We need some balance 
and reason.   In the last few weeks before election day, let’s take some time 
for some time for reflection.  And prayer.  Ask God to help us raise up the 
best leaders for us. Actually he can do a helluva better job of knowin’ who the 
honest guys are than we can!  
 
Yes, we all have some blame to share for the mess we’re in – Democrats and 
Republicans – and Tea Partiers. 
 
I learned that a century or two ago on the funny pages 
from a little possum named Pogo who lived in the 
middle of the Okefenoke swamp.  He served up a 
whole lotta wisdom to this kid as I slurped my 
Kellogg’s corn flakes  tho he dun’t spek  gud englush. 
And, on the other hand, this is what his illustrious 
creator, Walt Kelly, who did speak the Queen’s 
English with great eloquence, would expostulate in the 
midst of all our rage.  He would, laugh and say. 
“’Twas ever thus . . . 
 
“Traces of nobility, gentleness and courage persist in all people, do what 
we will to stamp out the trend. So, too, do those characteristics which are 
ugly. It is just unfortunate that in the clumsy hands of a cartoonist all traits 
become ridiculous, leading to a certain amount of self-conscious 
expostulation and the desire to join battle.  There is no need to sally forth, for 
it remains true that those things which make us human are, curiously enough, 
always close at hand. Resolve then, that on this very ground, with small flags 
waving and tinny blast on tiny trumpets, we shall meet the enemy, and not 
only may he be ours, he may be us. 
 
We need a little of Pogo and Walt Kelly’s arse-kickin’, very subtle humor.  
(He’s kickin you and me very firmly in the lower regions of our posteriors!  
 
The sub-title of my memoirs will be:  Both / And: Spirituality in the 
Balance.  We need an antidote for our dualism – our outrageous tendency to 
split everything. We only see one side of life and cast off the other:  (Liberal / 
Conservative)    (left / right)  (rich / poor)   (Black / white)     (Capitalist / 
socialist)     (Religious / secular)     (straight / gay )    (men / women)    
(Republican / Democrat)     (blue states / red states). 
 
These words are labels we hurl at one another as weapons to keep us split 
apart, to keep us divided. What we need is balance.  We need a little of Both / 
And.  We need to be liberal in some things and conservative on others.   
Aren’t the Republicans actually suggesting being very liberal with the rich in 
tax deferments, for example?  
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And this cry about socialism!  It’s both / and, folks!  We need a bit of 
socialism with our capitalism!  Where would you be without your Medicare or 
your social security check?     As you’ll see in a moment, capitalism has 
created a huge problem for us in running amuck in unbridled greed that 
created the mortgage crisis. 
 
I’d like to add another either / or here:  sane or insane!  I have a certifiable 
mental illness (bipolar disorder) and do show up in people’s back yards from 
time to time with a dose of the crazies (um, most of the time with clothes on!) 
but when you look at what’s goin’ on in Washington right now what do you 
think who are the Sane and who are the Insane?  
  
It seems to me that there are not to many people interested in cooperating.  
Everybody’s got an overstuffed ego.  There are not many humble enough to 
admit their own mistakes.   To admit they don’t have all the answers.   
Let’s stop and have a laugh or two about our mutual insanities!  Some of this 
stuff on the Internet is pretty darn funny:  “I’m tea-baggin’ 4 Jesus!” / 
“Americans help us boycott Mexico -- Respect Are Country  --  Speak 
English” / “ReFudiate Obama – November 2” / No Pubic option -- no 
socialism / Make English America’s offical language / We have no idea what 
we’re talking about. 
 
Let’s face it. Underneath our anger and rage is fear. There’s a lot of it.  Very 
legitimate fears.  And we could use a little comfort, instead of escalating it. 
It’s time for some prayer and calm instead.  Time to stand down.  Time to 
unite – not to tear each other apart! 
 
For the entire month of June 2007 I was in deep 
prayer for our country and wrote a piece for Arise the 
following month in which I likened my own prayer to 
Jesus’ own prediction of destruction of Jerusalem forty 
years later. 
As I look at how we are dealing with our economic 
situation right now, I believe we have our heads in the 
sand.  Indeed, I believe our economy could go tumbling 
headlong over the precipice unless we reconstruct it on a 
more ethical basis. At least, it is very important that we 
consider such a possibility.   
Allow me to explain, as I have many times before.  Our 
economy is based upon a lie.  We are bidden to buy, buy, 
buy and sell, sell, sell.  We have to keep dreaming up new 
and crazier and stupid things for people to buy to keep our 
GNP expanding. 
 
Now think about that for a moment.  Isn’t that insane?  
Isn’t that false?  The Ad people keep dreaming up new 
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schemes, new deals, new potions. And for what? To get us to keep up with the 
Jones’ who are trying to keep up the Schwartz’s across the street, who are 
trying to get into the “in” crowd where Mr. Schwartz works, yadayada. 
 
With the risk that you will have a desire to shoot the messenger, here’s my 
writer’s perspective of our American culture that I have had since 2007.   We 
are immersed in an ocean of lies that we do not allow ourselves to see.  The lie 
is that in order to be patriotic, we have to be good, faithful consumers.  The lie 
is that material things bring us happiness.  And so we are caught up in a 
frenzy to buy more and more stuff that we don’t really need and work harder 
to pay for them.  Our economy is based on the principle of ever-expanding 
consumerism.   
 
My trusty Synonym Finder will help us illumine the true meaning of the 
word consumerism.  To consume is to "use up, eat up, empty, gobble, devour, 
choke, smother, destroy, ruin, wreak havoc upon, devastate, desolate, lay to 
waste, waste, kill, demolish, wipe out, wreck, dissipate, squander, fritter or 
fool away, throw away, lavish, misspend, misuse.  
Now that is what our economy is based upon -- using up, devouring, choking, 
destroying, squandering, frittering away.  We are prodded, poked and cajoled 
at every moment to spend, spend, spend.  And we buy stuff we don't need.  
And then we run up our credit cards.  And get ourselves in debt and maybe 
serious financial trouble.  We are in this crisis because many of us have been 
living beyond our means. 
 
And it doesn’t make any difference whether you’re on the Republican side of 
the aisle or the Democratic side: Almost every one of us are hell bent on 
consuming. 
 
Our national debt is expanding at the rate of 4.18 billion dollars per day!  Each 
citizen’s share of the debt is of today $44,205.00. The pursuit of the 
"American Good Life" is a trap that has led us to the abyss that we’ve fallen 
into.  The trap is clever in its deception:  Buy, buy, buy stuff that you don't 
really need.   And then pay, pay, pay. Many of us have been led into economic 
slavery.  We are addicted to money and things.  That is actually spiritual 
enslavement.  
 
The more possessions we have, the more we’re  possessed by them. The 
more we look to material things to provide happiness for us, the more we 
alienate ourselves from God, even if we go to Church every Sunday.  Some 
Christians believe prosperity is a sign of God's favor.   The Beatitudes 
(Matthew 5:1-ll) say the opposite: “Blessed are the poor in spirit, for theirs is 
the kingdom of heaven.” 
 
It is my sense that our economy has become as atheistic as communism.  
Many of us worship the dollar bill and pay homage to it.   The mega-malls 
have become the temples in which we worship.  The latest tech stuff  have  
become our idols.  Think about it.  Every store window, every ad tries to get 
you to buy stuff you don't need.   
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Back in 1956 Erich Fromm  described the devastating effects of capitalism 
to come in his book Art of Loving in these words that summarize his thinking. 
. . . 

Modern capitalism needs men who co-operate smoothly and in large 
numbers; who want to consume more and more; and whose tastes are 
standardized and can be easily influenced and anticipated. . . . What is the 
outcome? Modern man is alienated from himself, from his fellow men, and 
from nature. He has  been transformed into a commodity, experiences his 
life forces as an investment which must bring him the maximum profit 
obtainable under existing market conditions.  
 
Man's happiness today consists in "having fun." Having fun lies in the 
satisfaction of consuming and "taking in" commodities, sights, food, 
drinks, cigarettes, people, lectures, books, movies-fall are consumed, 
swallowed. Our character is geared to exchange and to receive, to barter 
and to consume, everything, spiritual as well as material objects, becomes 
an object of exchange and of consumption.   (Bantam Books pp. 72-73.) 
 

Fr. Larry Snyder, president of Catholic Charities USA, cited southeastern 
Ohio, in the National Catholic Reporter where unemployment is now at 20 
percent, as an example of what the poverty numbers look like on the ground. 
“These are people who are only one disaster away from going under. The 
children who sleep in a car because they don’t have a home. The teenage girl 
who must walk to a neighbor’s trailer to take a shower, her feet picking up 
dust and dirt back to the camper she shares with her parents and younger 
brother. A mother who dreams of a future for her daughter, even as she 
depends desperately on the local food pantry for meals. The father who 
believes he is worth more dead than alive to his sons -- they would be eligible 
for Supplemental Social Security funds without him.” 
 
Founded in 1910, Catholic Charities, through the local diocesan-affiliated 
arms, is the largest social service provider in the country, second only to the 
federal government. 
 
And so, I come back full circle to where I was in June 2007, fearful for 
our country.  Albert Einstein and Alcoholics Anonymous have said, “Insanity 
is doing the doing the same thing over and over again and expecting different 
results.”  Wall Street hasn’t learned its lesson.   
 
We need to totally re-think and re-structure our economy from commodity-
based to people-based.  
 
I never really realized how sound my economic observations were since they 
have emerged substantially from contemplative prayer solidly a year before 
the economic crisis hit us.  But then I ran across the name of Jack Lessinger, 
professor emeritus of Economics at the University of Washington. He 
describes our present consumerist economy by saying that we are living in 
“Squanderville.”  
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Jack Lessenger has an amazing and hopeful vision for capitalism.  He says we 
will transform ourselves from ”Sqaunderville” to “Caringville.” 
 
This is the heart of his insight. . . . 
 

Humanity will rescue its most precious resource. Not oil. People. Brains, 
eyes, ears and hands. In the 21st century, the reckless consumerism of 
the 20th century will be greatly moderated. And the prosperous half of 
the globe will make its living by salvaging and advancing the capabilities 
of their less fortunate brothers and sisters. 
  

My dear readers, this is could well be the answer to my daily prayer and 
the fulfillment of my dreams!   
    

(Check out his amazing  two-page history of  capitalism from 1835 to the 
exciting future he sees for 2020 at 

http://www.predicting2020.com/pioneer.html.) 
 
As we move into and beyond these midterm elections we need a new sense of 
the nobility of the American spirit.   We need to treat our opponents with 
respect and ourselves with dignity and honor.  Please join me in these last few 
days before the election for prayer for our country. 
 
 

 
Some pre-holiday musings 

 
The frenzy of the Christmas shopping season will be upon us 
even before we put away the 
Goblins.  About the last week of 
October we’ll hear the first 
Christmas carols and the 
consumerists will use and abuse 
our sacred music, once again to 
get us to buy, buy, buy, buy and 
sell, sell, sell frivolous gifts for 
Grandma Sue and Uncle Joe and 
the hottest tech toys for our kids. 
Our economy depends upon a 
successful "black Friday" -- lots 
of cash in the registers the day 
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after Thanksgiving.  Can't you see the trap? 
 
But many have been led into this trap and may not be able to get 
out of it. 
 
Consumerism, driven by greed, is our major sin as Americans.   
 
Appreciation and being content with what we already have is 
the antidote.   
 
It’s real simple. (Yeah, I know, you caught me usein’ some bad 
English;  I did that on purpose.)  It IS REAL SIMPLE.  
 
Sit down and number the page from 1 to 10.  Think of ten things 
or people or gifts you are thankful for.  You can use my list 
below to get you started.  When you do ten, then do ten more. 
 
Mark it for 2010 and stick in a drawer or your bible and check 
out next year. 
 
That list can change your life.  If we realized we had wonderful 
interior gifts, we wouldn't have to buy more stuff to make us 
happy. If we appreciated the people in our lives, we wouldn't 
need so many things. 
 
Thanksgiving Day.  Is it just about parades and football 
games and stuffing ourselves with turkey and apple pie? 
 
Make it a day to pause and give thanks as it was intended to 
be!   
 
If we were more thankful, if we would appreciate and be content 
with the good things we have, we wouldn't consume so much.  
And if we didn't consume so much, there would be more goods 
and energy available for people throughout the earth.  And far 
less pollution of the earth.  Our addiction to consumption eats up 
and destroys the earth. But every day should be a day for giving 
thanks.  We were taught in A.A. to say please in the morning 
and thank you at night. 
  
I'd like to share my own gratitude list for this thanksgiving the 
last couple of years: 
 
External gifts: My new home in a grove of cypress and palm 
trees / my Macbook Pro that enables me to write you / my dog 
Shivvy who takes me for a walk every morning / the few clothes 
I have and my three pairs of shoes / the beautiful pool I can swim 
in every morning / hot water in the shower / good food in my 
refrigerator / an ice cold draft of seltzer water (my favorite 
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beverage)  air conditioning on hot summer days / my cool 2001 
burgundy Mitsubishi Eclipse Spider convertible that took me 
Canada last year / the ground beneath my feet that is my firm 
foundation. 
 
Interior  gifts:   The gift of priesthood, which I renew every 
morning / the gift of my writing / the gift of my illnesses which 
are the sand in the oyster of my soul / the gift of my bodily 
transformation that has given me a new lease on life / the simple 
reminders of restored health I have and rejoice in every day / the 
ability to see the sea of clouds above me sailing gently on the 
tropical breezes aloft / the ability to capture these beautiful 
images and share them with my writing and photography/ the 
ability to listen deeply to others and to the word of God in my 
heart each morning / and the gift of Jesus' body-broken for me 
and his blood-shed for me / the gift of courage, determination, 
perseverance and good friends. 
 
Everything we have is God's gift!    And I try to use 
them in God's service with a generous heart.  As I have received, 
so I wish to give and to share, even more so in these difficult 
times. 
 
If we fail to appreciate what we have, individually and as a 
nation, it may well be taken away from us.  The Bible warns of 
that possibility. The nation Israel failed to heed the warnings of 
the prophets; they ended up in exile, their dream collapsed in the 
dust.  And it seems to me if we do not change our ways, collapse 
of our "good life" will happen. The society that we say we 
appreciate could collapse in the dust. Taking things for granted is 
also a sin. We must be eternally vigilant.  Medicare and Social 
Security could go bankrupt.  And we cannot too long put off 
paying the piper for our enormous national debt.  
And being wasteful is a sin.  In giving things to others, we extend 
their life and we show that we appreciate their value.  Precious 
little should ever be wasted. A Google search reports that we 
Americans waste 27 percent of our food.  The homeless 
"dumpster dive” and survive.  
 
Let us teach our children to appreciate their toys.  If our children 
act destructively with their toys, then they shouldn't be given new 
ones.  We can teach our children to be generous and self-giving. 
Toys that they grow tired of can be set aside for other children 
who may appreciate them more.  Children in poor countries can 
be very resourceful in making toys out of a few sticks. Our 
children need toys that cost more than a day's wage and still they 
are not content or happy: they learn from us.  
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Yes, this economic crisis is for me an answer to prayer because it 
may teach us to consider what is really important in life.  This 
crisis might stop us before we go headlong as a nation over the 
precipice to disaster, if we haven't already.   Sadly, it is the poor 
who will suffer even more than they do now . . . and yet, they 
will show the rest of us the way because they already know how 
to live a simple life and they know from Whom they draw their 
strength. 
We need a new kind of consciousness; a consciousness that we 
belong to the earth and must take care of it and that our heavenly 
Father smiles on all the people he has created and delights in 
them.  We should too. We need a transformation or conversion in 
the way we think and act as individuals and as a country. 
 

May we make every day 
a thanksgiving day. 
Live a s imple l ife.   

 

  
Then there would be plenty to go around. 

Live a s imple l ife. 
Delight in your interior gifts 

that will sustain and nourish you 
and give your life 

the meaning 
material things cannot do. 

May we all  live a s imple life.  
Give thanks often. 

And appreciate what you ALREADY have. 
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Give thanks 
 
 to the Lord 
 
For He is Good. 

 
His Love is  
 
everlasting! 
  
 Psalm 135 
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