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“WITH MALICE TOWARD NONE",

Not long after Bill Clinton came to
office there began to appear a variety of
bumper stickers not seen during the
Reagan-Bush years — or perhaps ever
before. In one way or another they con-
veyed a proudly paraded persenal scom
of the election outcome. The first of them
were mild enough. They said, DON'T
BLAME ME, I VOTED FOR BUSH.
Over time there were cnough of these to
paper the west front of the Court House
in heavily Republican Henderson County,
North Carolina. Later the messages grew
more strident and contemptuous: IM-
PEACH CLINTON — AND HER HUS-
BAND TQO. Later still, some bumper
stickers tuned vicious. One such showed
up on the rear of an expensive station
wagon in Greenville, South Carolina.
Accompanying the picture of alarge vgly
rodent the message read: CLINTON
ISN'T WORTH A RAT’S ASS.

Historians of the American presi-
dency say that only Abraham Lincoln en-
dured more calumny and ridicule than Bill
Clinton. Roosevelt got his share — in
spades. But Lincoln got the most, even
though there was less media madness and
far fewer voters in his time. Lincoln was
the most vilified of all our chief execu-
tives. And the most compassionate. Only
weeks before his assassination, and after
four vears of our bloodiest war, he pled
with his fellow citizens in his second In-
augural, “With malice toward none; with
charity for all; with firmness in the right,
as God gives us to see the right, let us
strive on to finish the work we are in; to
bind up the nation’s wounds; to care for
him who shall have borne the baitle and
for his widow and his orphan — to do all
which may achieve and cherish a just and
lasting peace, among ourselves, and with
all nations.”

“I cannot know what your destiny will be, but one thing I do know,
the truly happy among you will be those who have learned+to serve.”
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Nothing ever fash-
ioned in human speech bet-
ter defines the essence of
Servant Leadership.

As for assassination,
it needs to be remembered
that President Reagan en-
dured an attempt on his life,
while, until now, President
Clinton has been spared
this particular volley of ha-
tred. Still, an outbreak of
partisan contempt for the
President didn’t appear as
badges of honor on cars
and trucks until 1993, Mal-
ice has become a contem-
porary fever. The latest
bumper sticker seen in
Henderson County makes a
virtue of violence. It reads
FIGHT CRIME, SHOOT
BACK.

This nastiness gets
big-time encouragement
— far beyond Carolina
county borders. Rush Limbaugh pours
vitriol coust-to-coast on all who hold con-
victions contrary te his own. With mock-
ing relish he makes the term ‘liberal’
mean ‘evil’, touching the edges of malice
as he massages the angers, fears and
prejudices of a precinct of 20 miliion ra-
dio listeners for three hours five days a
week.

Someone has made a riddie of
Rush. “Question: What is the difference
between Limbaugh and the Hindenberg?
Answer: One is a flaming overblown Nazi
gasbag; the other is a dirigible, Take your
pick.” But the more important riddle asks:
Is Rush just a popular fad? Or has he
opened a geyser, drilling into a massive
reservoir of bitterness that has been ac-

Abraham Lincoln
1809 - 1865

cumulating in the sub-basement of the
American spirit? And what of the Michi-
gan Militia — these lawless vigilantes,
proud practitioners of violent assault
against the government and innocent hu-
man life, these self-styled ~Christian pa-
triots’? Do they connect with the emer-
gence of cross-burning Ku Klux
Klansmen more than a century ago?
Should we always expect viciousness to
erupt as a power response to unwelcome
change in the social order? Probably. But
many of us are aroused by both the inten-
sity and extensity of the social rage among
vs now. It grows.

Perhaps the most fearful and ironic
ingredient in this cancerous snarl is the
encouragement it receives from religious
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“WITH MALICE TOWARD NONE”

leadership — CHRISTIAN religious
leadership, no less. In a democracy dedi-
cated to separation of church and state
the religious right has fashioned a caicu-
lated political weaponry in the name of
Jesus, all lavishly funded. It is brandished
with precision-aimed vengeance against
all perceived enemies in public policy-
making. In some Baptist churches in
Henderson County the parishioners re-
ceive voting instructions. And regular
connection is made between what the
Bible says and what is politically correct
in the eves of God!

The profounder irony here is that
the originating ‘Anabaptist’ movement
of the 16th century, led by thousands of
martyrs to the wrath of the Catholic hi-
erarchy, was precisely acharge against 2
form of religion that decided for a muted
and passive laity what was correct to
believe and what was the social and po-
litical shape God’s will. Those brave and
suffering Baptist forbears insisted on the
right of all believers to interpret the Word
of God for themselves — repudiating a
dictatorial priesthood and establishing
individual freedom of religion as a pillar
of the just society. Western history knows
this era as the ‘Reformation’. Out of it
proceeded, slowly and at great cost, all
the political achievements enshrined in
what we cherish as Democracy.

What a twist of history! The very
tradition that gave leadership to the
struggle for individual dignity should
now be leading the parade toward a new
kind of mass tyranny. What it proves is
the constant threat of dominant power to
abridge and abuse human freedom —
and, further, the constant need of reli-
gious and political reform.

A wag whoknows the enticements
of power has rewritten Lord Acton’s terse
warning, “Power corrupts. Absolute
power is even nicer.”

What to do? What does this cur-
rent outbreak of venom against the lib-
eral tradition of freedom and compassion
compel among those who are aroused
against t?

Two things at least. First, appre-
ciate the legitimacy of the fears thatun-
derlie the malice. Second, attach to the
emergence of a new humanity that ap-
pears to rise across history and the world.

FEAR IS
EVERYBODY’S PROBLEM

I. As to the first, if there are only
iwo basic human realitics, namely FEAR
and LOVE, and if love is the antithesis of
malice, then it follows that the more fear
there is in humun experience the greater
the room for the expansion of mal ite. Or
to put the matter differently, the greater the
sense of impotence in the face of ‘powers
that be’ the greater the impulse to fight
impotence with the violence that impo-
tence arouses. Violence and terrorism are
thus symptomatic of massive fear. And we
know that any vast change in the structures
of human experience is a sinister fear-in-
ducer. '

We are at a monumental TURNING
POINT in the shape of human experience
world-wide. Humanity, as a whole species,
has never been so threatened as now -—
ncver so entitled to be afraid and angry.
Extrapolation along the curves of planetary
plunder and population increase combine
1o paint a vivid picture of a dying Earth.
Paralleling this reality is the mounting ca-
pacity for violence against one another in
assault weapons and nuclear incineration.
If you want a technicolor immersion into
the stark threat of war in a nuclear world
g0 see the new submarine film “Crimson
Tide”, with Gene Hackman and Denzel
Washington.

When the movie starts you think you
are in for another super-pairiot ceicbra-
tion of American military power. Butas it
unfolds the film slowly turns to a story of
the moral courage and stamina it takes to
stand against the violence on which na-
tivnal security continues to be based. To
teil more of the story would spoil things
for those who haven’t seen it, but one
would hope that the number of such films
would grow. “Crimson Tide™” contrasts
healthily with the cascade of contempo-
rary gun-garbage from which so many film
and TV producers rake their riches.

This gets to another of the great fcar-
inducers of our time: the rich get richer
and the poor get poorer. Great riches and
great poverty are corrupters of human and
family solidarity — across the street and
across the worid. Not only does the dis-
parity breed revolution, but research 1s
clear and abundant that sexual license, vio-
lence, divorce and family disintegration are

patterns dominated by those at both ends
of the money scale — those with oodles
of it and those with very little, Brutality is
especially the domain of the very poor.
And we continue 10 breed the viruses of

discontent and disruption. Consumer-in-

tensive capitalism that comimoditizes ev-
erything, and to which the USA is fever-
ishly addicted, is enginecred to deepen
spiritual impoverishment and widen the
gulf between the haves and have-nots.
Malice wears the face of a galloping greed
in our time, and greed is fed by both riches
and poverty.

Recognition that we are all under
the assaults of powerful malice-inducers
is protection against the self-defeating im-
pulse to indulge a counter-malice, Ac-
knowledging the legitimacy of the fears
that move the hearts of many is to be
armed against the very fears that build the
arsenals of hatred in human hearts. Judge
not, Prayer is always the best defense
against fear. Prayer is also the best offense
against offenders. Jesus counseled this
good health and sirength; “Love your en-
emies; pray for those who despitefully use
you.” This is "Gospel Medicine’ from the
high healer of the world and the prote-
type of the new humanity.

LOVE IS
EVERYBODY'S OPTION

If. Gospel medicine gets to the
second thing one can do in confronting
the malice that marks over time. First, ac-
knowledge the power of fear to make us
hateful. Second, take heart in the slowly
rising tide of longing and working for &
changed world.

This longing anticipates two very
different scenarios for creating a new
world. One is apocalyptic. The time is at
hand for a flaming end of things. The
world is damned and doomed. Hope and
deliverance from damnation is reserved
for those who can accept the Lordship of
Jesus. The personal work to be under-
taken in this scenario is the cultivation of
a kind of tightly framed morality fit for
the Kingdom while waiting for the immi-
nent ‘Endtime’. The public work is to
bring more people to the saving Lordship
of Tesus — and the takeover of govern-
ment so as to install and enforce (with ad-
ditional prohibitions and prisons) another
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