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READING #1 from “The Great Wheel,” an essay by Bill Holm

I have reached the age of dZj” vu. Enough years have passed that history and my
own life now appear as the turning of the great wheel. The present looks eerily like
the ghost of the past...

The religious ferocity of [our time], the fear of married queers, abortions, brave
little stem cells crying for life, Ointelligent designO in science classes: All these are



great-grandchildren of the Puritan witch pogroms, the hellfire scares of the Great
Awakening, prohibition, blue laws, the Ku Klux KlanNdefenders of true faith and
womenOs honor from blacks, Catholics, JewsNthe Scopes Trial, Billy Graham on
his knees with every president since Eisenhower, praying for military victory in
every war of the last 50 yearsE HavenOt we been there before? Done that?

At 32 or even 42, | might have said that the United States had finally come to its
partial senses, and we would never again sink into the morass of gratuitous wars,
poisonous religious fanaticism, and enervated literary culture. A chimpanzee has
enough memory cells to remember what has happened to him and will never again
put his hand into the fire, or make loud obscene noises at a dozing crocodile... The
same nonsense, sometimes in new disguises, rises like a zombie from its tomb. We
are currently fighting the pointless bloody war that might finally sink and bankrupt
usNboth in economy and soulE No country that remembered anything would

have invaded Iraq.

Seeing the world at sixty-two E reminds me of what the world must have looked
like to my parents. Born early in the century on immigrant farms, married in 1932,
the depression and their own poverty, the ominous crescendo of war drumming,
formed their suspicious view of the world. How naive | must have seemed to
themE! Now having reached their age, | begin to see their suspicion of human
progress with more sympathy. Memory has grown heavier inside me, as it does in
all of us.

Patriotism at the moment is a blunt instrument, not a true emotion. | wrote a poem
last year about what | regard as the true patriotismE | tried to remember what |
loved in the United States. It was not what the current crop of jingo bumper
stickers has in mind.

Patriotism

When the shadow of my country crosses my mind,
1t is not flag I see or anthem I hear

Nor the president’s head on a post office wall
Nor a foreign policy only an idiot could stomach.
If those are my country, find me another.

But I see faces, mostly dead now,

Hear voices, mostly not in English,

See the box elder tree out my bedroom window,
A dark green sky before a tornado,

A blizzard so big we tunneled under it,



Hear slow, out-of-tune hymns at the funeral
Of an old lady born in the nineteenth century.
The FBI has never heard of my country.

Our country exists in our memaory, not in our newspapers.

READING #2 The Road Not Taken by Robert Frost

Two roads diverged in a yellow wood,
And sorry | could not travel both

And be one traveler, long | stood

And looked down one as far as | could
To where it bent in the undergrowth.

Then took the other, as just as fair,

And having perhaps the better claim,
Because it was grassy and wanted wear;
Though as for that the passing there
Had worn them really about the same.

And both that morning equally lay

In leaves no step had trodden black.
Oh, | kept the first for another day!

Yet knowing how way leads on to way,
| doubted if | should ever come back.

| shall be telling this with a sigh
Somewhere ages and ages hence:
Two roads diverged in a wood, and I--
| took the one less traveled by,

And that has made all the difference.
The Uses of Memory

If someone were to ask you this coming week on Tuesday what it means to you to
vote, what would be your answer? If someone were to ask you what it means to
you to be a citizen in this moment, this moment in our nationOs history and in your
own life story, what would you say? What if that person were not necessarily an
adult but someone young, maybe 13 or 14 years old, learning American history at
school this fall for the first time in any depth, hearing for the first time the names



Hamilton, Madison, Jefferson, Adams, reading the Bill of Rights, our Bill of
Rights, for the first time? What would you say to such a person on Election Day,
that would be worthy of the occasion and worthy of their time?

Jacob Needleman, a philosopher and historian, shares a poignant memory in his
book, The American Soul:

I was born in Philadelphia and grew up loving America. My immigrant
grandparents spoke with tears in their eyes of the goodness of America, and my
father held out Abraham Lincoln as little lower than God...

1 see myself at seven years old, eight years... I see spring, winter and fall outside
the window [of my school] ... I sense the children around me- the good friend, the
girl I have a crush on, the enemy I fear. I smell the smells of the children, their
skin, their hair, I see their bodies- fat and thin, beautiful and absurd.

We have all been told to stand. My hand is on my chest. For a long time, I did not
understand what was meant by “place your hand on your heart.” What was my
“heart?” 1did not know. I only knew that standing there in the energy and the
optimism, with the muffled giggles, the anticipation of learning and expressing
myself and the clean sense of early morning, at the moment I put my hand on my
chest, I came into myself. A space appeared in my body. [ sensed my weight and
the force of gravity. All by itself, my head straightened; a gentle process of
relaxation began and a current of life flowed in me...

“I pledge allegiance to the flag of the United States of America...” The words
meant little to me... But the state of being in myself never failed to evoke a
powerful feeling of respect. 1 did not know then that what I respected was myself!

... There came a time — perhaps I was ten or twelve years old — when a change was
made in the form of the pledge of allegiance: at the word flag, we were now to
extend our hand from our chest outward toward the flag. That change spoiled the
whole ritual for me. I vividly remember how that movement of putting my arm out
took away from me everything I was feeling. Even from the very beginning, even
with a mind as young as mine was, I thought, “This is phony, this is crap.” |
sensed the whole hypocrisy and stupidity of reverencing a flag, a piece of cloth. [
sensed the shallowness and artificiality of everybody’s gesture, and I especially felt
this shallowness in my own gesture. Somehow, all that was in me as a sense of self
was spilled out through that motion of my arm toward an external object, a stupid



piece of cloth. And the worst of this was that no one acknowledged this change of
meaning, this deterioration of the experience...

What did I love when I loved America? ... What do I love when I love life? What
do we hope for from life? Above all else, America meant hope ... hope that one
would be judged by something in one’s heart- something that was one’s own self,
and not by external factors like wealth or class or looks. I remember this feeling of
hope and trust in a universe that accepted one’s true inner self, one’s inner
goodwill, one’s real wish to serve... To love America was to love the future...
something in myself that could develop and evolve...

NeedlemanOs memory reminds me what it felt like as a child to be impressionable,
not just innocent or naeve, but open to optimism impressing itself on my character
as a very young American citizen. | can remember that feeling of hope, mixed

with appropriate pride, mixed with reverence for the idea, the ideal, that the
individual is worthy, that my own voice was worthy and important, and by logical
extension, so, too all the other voices in the room. This was never taught to me in
words, at least not in grade school, but I did learn it deeply there, and early enough
so that it was not completely eradicated or eroded, by cynicism or the evening
news (which was terrible then, when | was growing up, as it is now); it was not
erased when | became a teenager and then a young adult. It is not eroded even yet,
entirely, though in recent years, every day it is more sorely tested, that sense of
trust and confidence in the republic, my sense of glad and proud belonging.

Bill Holm is right in the reading when he says, OPatriotism at the moment is a blunt
instrument, not a true emotion,O and IOm intrigued by his proposition that our
country exists not in our newspapers, the accumulating chronicle of recent
disasters, but in our memory.

1 see faces, mostly dead now,

Hear voices, mostly not in English...

Hear slow, out-of-tune hymns at the funeral
Of an old lady born in the nineteenth century.
The FBI has never heard of my country.

| donOt think he means it romantically B not sentimental snapshots of a Norman
Rockwellian world. | think he means it as a challenge. Our country exists not only
in our gauzy memories of the past (which are emotional), but in our clear,
articulate, collective memory of what the future might yet be: the memory of hope
and confidence.



Some months ago | read an article about bookstores in Irag, and especially in
Baghdad, old, old shops which were once, until recently, bright cultural centers,
Olike salons of sorts, where famous writers,O and unknown writers, intellectuals,
artists, philosophers and people passing by gathered to talk politics and literature.
Now, says one bookstore owner, things are very different; people never linger to
talk, certainly not about politics, and they donOt buy poetry or history. All he can
sell are manuals for cell phones and computers, and religious guides b the stuff of
practical survival in the new chaos there. One woman recalls that even under
Saddam Hussein, when books were banned, and writers imprisoned and killed,
publishing houses shut down, still people met in secret to talk about culture and art.
But not now. She remembers attending secret meetings to read illegal photocopies
of classical Iraqi literature: OTo us, it was like oxygen; this was how we survived.O
In 2003, when SaddamOs regime was toppled, she says some believed that life
might yet return to what it once had been, Owhen Baghdad sparkled with a lively
cultural scene.O She says her husband began Oa diary, writing down the hopes of
neighbors and relatives.O Of course, she says, that little action seems so silly now.
Many of their friends have been kidnapped or killed; no one goes outside. One
man, who loved the old bookstores, worries about what happens to a country in
which the young people have no cultural or intellectual or political memory, and

no interest in it; what happens when theyOre reading only computer manuals and
fundamentalist brochures: OThey can read, they can write, but they canOt
understand. ThatOs good for dictatorship and dangerous for democracy. ItOs a

spare army for all hard-line elements.O ThatOs as true here as it is anywhere.
the TurmoilE,O by Sabrina TavernisBie New York Times, 05.06.27]

| think of that man recording in his journal the dreams and fresh imagination of the
people, and | wonder what it would be like to stand outside the polling places on
Tuesday night with a diary, asking everyone not who they voted for, but what and
why B OWhat are your hopes for our country now? What are your best memories of
what it might become? What are your clear memories of what it must not become
again?0 This would be testimony worth sharing with the very young, and also with
the very old, with the ones who shake their heads, as my father did before he died,
and say this is not the country that they fought for, not the country that their
parents fought for, or arrived in, or hoped somehow to shape toward the good.
Needleman talks about the American Ovirtues,O not the so-called Ofamily valuesO
that so many people claim to be voting for, but other, older principles. He names
Oliberty,O and wondetsien did “‘freedom of conscience” become “self-

gratification?” He names Oindependence,O and wondetsdid “individuality”
become “individualism?” He names Opracticality,O and wonders when Ohonest



pragmatismO became Oblind materialism.O He names Othe nobility of work,O
Ofreedom of speech,O and Othe rule of law,O and wendesgheir original
meaning might yet be extant, or have any meaning now at all?

Imagine standing at the polls, at the District Education Center here, or wherever
you vote, with a notebook and a pencil, writing down what your fellow citizens
might answer if you asked them, OWhat values are you voting for, what civic
virtues, what American dreamsl what do you pledge your ultimate

allegiance -- and does this inform your vote? (Too often thatOs a question asked

by the religious right, but anyone could ask that, and anyone could answer.
Religious liberals ought to ask and answer more.) Where do you stand? Where
are you standing when you stand in that booth on your little patch of planet, a
single citizen of a single nation b yet still you stand among several billion other
global citizens, under one sky, between two shrinking polar ice caps, with so much
history contained in there, and so much hope in commonE? What does it mean to
you, to be a citizen of this republic now?0

There is so much potential inherent in the American experiment. There is so much
bright possibility in imagining the story carried forward now, from these first 330
years of continental conquest, these early centuries of democracyOs design, to new
chapters which could be about anything. They could be about the unprecedented
rise of courageous cooperation and the leadership of a powerful, rich nation in
humble, multinational collaboration. The next chapters could tell the story of the
decline of arrogance, or of the flowering of strategic generosity. Who knows what
could come next if it could be imagined and spoken? All we really know is that we
cannot continue much longer repeating the ways of the past.

A Chinese poet, Lu Xun, wrote:

Hope can neither be affirmed not denied.

Hope is like a path in the countryside:

originally there was no path-

yet as people are walking all the time toward one horizon,
a way appears.

History is recorded memory, always incomplete, always multifaceted, always told
in a chorus of voices which are often at odds with each other and always, by
necessity, biased. History is the recorded memory of the past, multi-leveled,
multilingual, the anthology of memories, and rough drafts are sketched when
people dream out loud about the future. We decide b we have to decide B what



story we will live in, what story we will tell, mindful all the while that others who
come after us will decide what story theyOIl remember and write down.

Emmanuel Ortiz is a Minnesota poet who recalls how much is so easily forgotten.
In a poem called OBefore | start this poem,O he says,

Before I start this poem,

1'd like to ask you to join me in a moment of silence
to honor those who died in the World Trade Centre
and the Pentagon

[on] September 11

I would also like to ask you

for a moment of silence

for all of those who have been

harassed, imprisoned, disappeared,
tortured, raped or killed

in retaliation for those strikes...

for the victims in Afghanistan [and Iraq]
as well as the U.S...

And then he goes on to ask for more, and more:

* a full day of silence for the tens of thousands of Palestinians...
* two months of silence for the Blacks under Apartheid in South Africa...
* nine months of silence for the dead in Hiroshima and Nagasaki...
* ayear of silence for the millions of dead in Vietnam (a people, not a war)...
* two months of silence for the decades of dead in Colombia...
* an hour of silence for El Salvador, an afternoon for Nicaragua,
* two days for the Guetmaltecos and 45 seconds for the 45 killed in Chiapas...
* 25 years of silence for the hundred million Africans who found their graves
far deeper in the ocean than any building could poke into the sky...
and for those who were strung and swung from the heights of sycamore trees
in the south, the north, the east and the west...
100 years of silence for the hundreds of millions of indigenous peoples from
this half of right here...

... you want a moment of silence... , and we are all left speechless...



Before I start this poem we could be silent forever...but tonight we will keep right
on singing for our dead.

[These lines are excerpted from the larger work, OBefore | Start This Poem,O by Emmanuel Ortiz]

History is the record not of what happened, but of what is remembered, what will
be brought forward and redeemed. We hold it all, and then try to remember what
we are hoping to become. We rememhsr the past, and it is work we do
together, in community: difficult, inspiring, required.

The choir sang, and David read, the words of Robert FrostOs most famous poem,
that beautiful account of someone looking back and trying to discern how he got to
where he is from where he was before:

Two roads diverged in a yellow wood...
Two roads diverged in a wood, and I—
1 took the one less traveled by,

And that has made all the difference.

Of course, in a voting booth you hope you are taking the road more traveled; you
hope you are part of the landslide, the indisputable majority, the overwhelming
crescendo of majority that need not rely on a paper recount, which is just as well,
since there wonOt be any. But we vote on principle, on old principles and on new
hope, not on guarantees. And sometimes, as in the poem, the choices look more or
less the same, and sometimes they do not. How do we tell the stories of our
choices? How do we decide how and whether we will try to make a difference,

and then recount for ourselves and for the record the story of that intention? How
do we remember which way we mean to go?

We do this beautiful, hard work, as people always have, together in community. In
some ways | think that religions are nothing but the accumulated memories and
hopes of a community, told and retold, rendered mythically, apocalyptically, in
stories the people can hold and pass on. You think of the Hebrew bible, or the life

of Jesus in the Christian Testament: those stories are the shared record, the
memory, of how the people meant to be and how they mean to be now. ODo this in
memory of me,O says Jesus, meaning not just the sacrament, but Olive your life
remembering what it might be for.O In ancient sacred stories, the peopleOs mistakes
are told, and their losses laid out and their longings, their dreams of reconciliation
and redemption, and the promised land which almost always, it turns out, must be



10

of their own making.  They keep remembering out loud not only where theyOve
been, but where they want to go, where theyOre called to go.

| close with the words of Ron Kovic, a disabled veteran of the Vietham war:

Have we become so complacent, so coward [SiC| and intimidated by this
government that we have forgotten our own revolutionary birthright of rebellion
and dissent? Have we become so paralyzed by the eleventh of September that we
would give up our liberty and freedom for the promise of a security that does not
exist by a government that now threatens our very lives? What will it take before
we finally realize the true reality of this crisis? How many more terrorist attacks,
senseless wars, flag draped caskets, grieving mothers, paraplegics, amputees,
stressed out sons and daughters before we finally begin to break the silence of this
shameful night? Let us open up our hearts and speak in a way we have never
spoken before knowing that lives now depend on it, and the very survival of our
nation is now at stake. Let not our silence in this crucial moment betray us from
our destiny. [www.commondreams.org]



