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POLEMICS & EXCHANGES 

On 'Decline 
of the West' 

Richard Lamm, in his "Decline of the 
West" (February 1989), has put his 
finger on something that I call GIRA 
— acronym for Good Intentions Run 
Amok. GIRA arises from the desire to 
make life easy, safe, long, and pleasant. 
Its symptoms include permissive child-
rearing (mustn't bruise a tender ego — 
let 'em mn wild), schools that graduate 
half-educated students (mustn't hurt 
their feelings by making them repeat a 
grade), "revolving-door" justice (don't 
just lock up criminals, find a way to 
rehabilitate them), and liability-suit ver
dicts that reward fools for the conse
quences of their own actions (mustn't 
waste those nice deep pockets that the 
insurance company has). 

Mechanisms for implementing 
GIRA include "value-free" ethics, free
dom of speech pressed beyond the point 
of license, and the substitution of "so
cial gospel" for personal morality. They 
make the tender-minded among us feel 
generous, tolerant, and compassionate 
— at little direct cost to themselves. 

But James Thurber put it well: "You 
might as well fall flat on your face as 
lean over too far backwards." These 
short-term gratifications have pernicious 
long-term effects, which Lamm has 
described. They have discredited — 
indeed, they have nearly obliterated— 
the old virtues of work, excellence, 
personal responsibility, and an outlook 
that goes beyond instant self-
indulgence. 

I don't have any pat remedy for 
GIRA. If there is a remedy, it will have 
to reflect a few realities about the worid 
as it actually works. And it must start in 
the home, even in the cradle. "Too littie 
and too late" simply will not serve. 

— Charles H. Chandler 
Maiden, MA 

On 'Epitaph 
for Tombstone' 

I read with admiration and interest Odie 
B. Faulk's well-written account (Febru
ary 1989) of what the town of Tomb
stone, Arizona, was really like, stripped 

of its lovingly (and avariciously) cultivat
ed patina of Wild West folklore. I 
submit the maverick opinion, however, 
that Professor Faulk's overiy fastidious 
conclusion does not necessarily follow 
from his well-marshaled facts. 

Why, one wonders, couldn't those 
who like to invest a bit of romance and, 
yes, hype, into their visions of the Wild 
West be doing so not because there is 
"some dark strain . . . that attracts us to 
evil men," but simply because they see 
something uniquely American in that 
aura of lusty, straight-shooting, fierce 
independence that marked the early 
days of the great frontier? 

Jeane Kirkpatrick once remarked in 
an interview that one of her chief 
objections to current political trends in 
American colleges is that many students 
are being cheated out of the simple but 
profound right to feel proud of their 
own country. Surely Professor Faulk 
can find a more worthy outlet for his 
righteous indignation than to demand 
of Jane and John Q. Public (vide Robert 
Frost) "better bread than can be made 
from flour." 

— O.M. Ostlundjr. 
State College, PA 

On 'Hard Living 
on Easy Street' 

I became addicted to Chronicles as a 
result of my two sons reading it. To
night I found two letters from Mur-
freesboro, Tennessee (February 1989): 
will wonders never cease. I was 
stunned to discover there were two 
literate people in Murfreesboro, much 
less two who read Chronicles. 

And a social worker yet! Suzie 
Tolmie, I'm awed. You both have a 
point: one has to keep the alligators at 
bay while the more sophisticated Pro
fessor McMurry drains the swamp. 
The Galilean commanded those who 
would aspire to be his disciples both to 
solve the short-term problem and to 
redirect the heart to a redemptive life
style. Dear folks, keep talking — 
serious communication on the subject 
is rare. 

—John Acuff 
Cookeville, TN 
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The Reagan 
everyone loves!! 

He's the Great Communicator...the soft-spoken man with the 
twinkle in his eye who made America feel proud again. He's 
Ronald "Dutch" Reagan, one of the country's most beloved 
leaders. 

And one of its greatest storytellers! 

Now, for the first time, Reagan's most humorous tales and 
most amusing anecdotes are combined on one delightfully 
entertaining collector's video — Stand-Up Reagan. 

Whether he's with the press or the public, at conferences or 
official dinners, the Reagan warmth and congeniality shine 
through — and Stand-Up Reagan is the man at his affable best. 
He jokes with Congress, takes good-natured potshots at the 
media, and spins witty yams with the legendary master's 
touch. He even enlists Nancy as his partner in mischief! 

There's never been a video like this for the millions of Reagan 
admirers across the country. It's an ideal keepsake that his fans 
will cherish for a lifetime. 

Stand-Up Reagan is available right now, so don't delay. 
Order now! 

To: Accuracy in Media 
1275 K St., N.W. Washington, D.C. 20005 
(202) 371-6710 

Send me a videotape of Stand-Up Reagan (VHS format only) 
D One copy: $19.95 plus $3.00 handling D Two copies: $37.90 plus $4.00 handling 

n My check is enclosed. 
D Charge VIS A/MasterCard #: 

Expires: . 

3532 

Name:. 
Address:. 
City, State, Zip:_ 

CREDIT CARD ORDERS: CALL 1-800-345-8112 
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CULTURAL REVOLUTIONS 

I F IT'S CHRISTMAS, then 'tis the 
season for creche suits, and this past 
December was no different. The Ken
tucky chapter of the American Civil 
Liberties Union filed suit against Gov. 
Wallace Wilkinson because the state 
constructed a Nativity scene on the 
front lawn of the Capitol in Frankfort. 
Children from the Cood Shepherd 
School (Catholic) stood in for Joseph 
and Mary in a live reenactment of the 
Nativity on three occasions. 

District Judge William O. Ber-
telsman found that the creche could 
stand, but had some conditions: Ken
tucky must be reimbursed for the 
$2,400 it spent building the structure, 
it must also post a disclaimer stating 
that the creche in no way constitutes 
an endorsement of Christianity by the 
state of Kentucky, and it must post 
another notice informing the public 
that the structure can be used by any 
group. 

The judge also found as a fact that 
"an objective observer viewing the sta
ble structure in the context of the 
holiday season and of its physical sur
roundings [i.e., surrounded by a 
Christmas tree, decorated lamp posts, 
and a snowflake floral clock] would 
interpret it not as an endorsement of 
religion or any religious doctrine, but 
merely as a reminder of the historical 
religious origins of Christmas. " In 
other words, as some local commenta
tors rephrased it, the district court was 
ruling that the creche was not a reli
gious symbol. 

Idiotic as the ruling was. Judge 
Bertelsman was holding himself to 
precedent. In finding that the disclaim
er was necessary because 1) an observ
er standing directly in front of the 
creche could not see the surrounding 
Christmas tree and decorated drive, 2) 
and hence would see the creche alone, 
3) and hence might think Kentucky 
was endorsing Christianity, he was fol
lowing the ruling in another 6th Cir
cuit case (the ACLU v. City of Bir
mingham). There the court held that 
(to quote Bertelsman's wording) "un

less a Nativity display was physically 
surrounded by secular decorations, it 
must be interpreted as constituting an 
endorsement of religion." My first 
question is, of course, why can't that 
hypothetical observer take a few steps 
to the side to catch the Christmas tree? 
But that's not really the problem here. 

Judge Bertelsman was also following 
the standard established by Justice 
O'Connor in her concurring opinion 
to the 1984 Supreme Court decision 
on Lynch v. Donnelly. The majority 
held that this city-erected Nativity 
scene did not violate that Establish
ment Clause, but Justice O'Connor 
added that there should be an endorse
ment test; if in involving itself with a 
religious matter the government pur
posefully or as a result of its practice 
(irrespective of intent) could be found 
to be endorsing religion, then the 
creche had to go. 

Welcome to the world of law. No 
use asking why our ship of state has 
become a ship of fools who cannot 
coherently distinguish between the in
tent of the Establishment Clause — no 
state-sponsored religion — and a few 
days' worth of Catholic children play
ing Joseph and Mary on a state capi-
tol's steps. Nor is it much help that 
several judges, justices, and other gov
ernment officials have ducked the issue 
of religion to argue that a creche or a 
cross is okay because it is a general, 
nonsectarian, historical rather than reli
gious symbol. That is ridiculous. 

Arguing for the retention of a Latin 
cross at a Marine base, former Marine 
Corps Commandant P.X. Kelley stat
ed that the cross was "a nonsectarian 
symbol of hope" for families of Viet
nam POW's and MIA's. The Jewish 
War Veterans had sued to have it 
removed, stating that it was a religious 
symbol. They were right, of course, 
that it is a religious symbol; they were 
wrong to begrudge a Christian me
morial to a group of men who were 
probably mostly Christians. If the 
JWV is so offended, surely a better 
way for it to spend its money is erecting 

a Star of David in memory of dead 
Jewish.veterans. Are we going to have 
to strip Arlington of its crosses now, 
since our tax dollars go to cut the 
grass? Should we be expecting suits 
against Corpus Christi, San Diego, 
and Los Angeles, so that any mention 
of a Higher Being can be literally 
wiped off the map? 

With the unintentional irony that 
characterizes so much legal opinion 
these days, the most successful argu
ment in the courts in defense of crech
es, crosses, and menorahs has been the 
right to free speech. In other words, 
some judges are using the Establish
ment Clause of the First Amendment 
to outlaw religious symbols, while 
others are using the free speech clause 
— also in the First Amendment — to 
retain them. A Vermont judge ruled 
that a menorah in a city park was 
permissible because the park was tradi
tionally a forum for free speech. A 
federal judge in Chicago ruled that a 
creche (unencumbered by Santa or 
other secular symbols) could stand in a 
plaza across from city hall because that 
plaza, too, was a public forum. This 
seems a more reasonable argument; 
certainly it's a vast improvement on the 
Supreme Court's finding that a creche 
is okay only when ringed by reindeer, 
because the nonreligious symbols gave 
even a religious symbol a "secular 
effect." 

But it's not much. At issue is a more 
troubling question than free speech. 
From its very beginning the United 
States has been predominantly a nation 
of Christians. States like Kentucky are 
overwhelmingly Christian. If non-
Christian minorities continue to make 
war on Christian symbolism, they do 
so at the risk of a backlash from the 
majority — as the ruckus in Kentucky 
over the case shows. 

The Court may rule on another 
creche case this month (the City of 
Allegheny v. ACLU). Unfortunately, 
all we can expect is more confusion. 
Organizations like the ACLU make 
things worse by pleading their cases 
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