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Andrew Bard Schmookler is ___________________ (biographical information attached).

After months of reading Andrew Bard Schmookler articles on my favorite website, commondreams.org, I finally checked out his website, nonesoblind.org, where he’s gathered various articles and essays he’s written to expound his own theory about where this country is headed and how we might change its course. I am a bleeding heart liberal, and I found his ideas very challenging to my beliefs. He doesn’t let anyone off the hook for what’s happening in the political and social realm of America today. I found particularly challenging his writings about the concept of “evil,” and thought it would all make a good Unitarian program, lots of talkback material here.

Most of what I’ll be saying today has simply been edited from his website, with his permission, I might add.

The first of Andrew’s articles to really grab me by the lapels was entitled Not Reassured Yet, so I’ll start inspiring you this morning with the words that first inspired me.

It was an article about the way poll numbers were beginning to give some of us a little hope, and Andrew wrote:

Dropping poll numbers don’t reassure me all that much. For the root of this disapproval seems to be the mounting evidence of the failure of a reckless adventure in Iraq, now compounded by the federal bungling that contributed to the catastrophe from hurricane Katrina. 

And there’s nothing new—or reassuring—about the American people not liking failure.

It’s not failure that I want the American people to repudiate or even this particular set of players. Rather, what I wish for the American people to repudiate are those dark aspects of the American spirit that can be so easily and skillfully exploited in a drive to power.

I want the American people to reject the kind of patriotism that makes a virtue out of lawless ambition—so long as it is pursued in the name of the nation; the patriotism that assumes that God is on our side.

I want the American people to repudiate the pervasion of our political process by the spirit of insatiable greed—a spirit our economy is so good at harnessing for economic dynamism but that fosters so much corruption and injustice in politics.

I want the American people to reject that religious impulse that, lacking respect for mystery, holds its beliefs with such certainty it counts it as righteous to jam them down other people’s throats.

I want the American people to reject utterly that posture of hypocrisy that is so willing to judge others but that does not hold itself accountable by the same standards.

I want the American people to repudiate that divisive spirit that looks at all who are not with us as being against us, that regards those who are not like-minded as enemies to be vanquished rather than as fellow humans with whom to seek common ground.

Andrew describes going through something, what sounds like some sort of religious experience, in the spring of 2004 – I’ll touch on that a bit later – and in September of 2004, he says he began to see clearly that something dark and dangerous was threatening the soul of America, and ever since, he’s been embarked on a mission.

He believes that what’s needed is a prophetic social movement that speaks moral truth about amoral power in such a way as to awaken his countrymen from the trance state into which our leaders have put them. 

He believes there’s good reason why he, and I, and so many Americans are upset about what’s happening to this country.

In his words:

It’s not because the ruling forces are so “conservative” in their values.

America would be fine in the hands of people devoted to real conservative values. But this is something different, something dangerous. America is now ruled by forces apparently not guided by any genuine values at all.

And this is not just about this particular presidency, which should be understood as the creature of bigger forces. These forces are an alliance of the greediest part of American capitalism with the most power-hungry and imperialist of American politicians, of both parties, both conservative and liberal, and with the most divisive and hypocritical of America’s religious leaders. They have been gathering power for a generation and will doubtless seek to maintain their grip when the current public faces leave office.

We who see this frightening reality are called upon not to acquiesce and surrender, but to take the struggle for America’s soul to a new stage of speaking the truth.

Only by selling their false image of righteousness to good, conservative Americans could these forces gain power. But that which depends on moral lies can be defeated with moral truth. 

Most of those who have supported these rulers should be regarded not as our opponents, but as our potential allies. The urgent struggle now is not that of liberal values against conservative values, but of those who really care about goodness against those who only pretend to.

Unmasking false righteousness must be framed in terms of Americans’ shared values—of justice and compassion and truth and fair play—and supported by evidence drawn from our common knowledge. Framed in that way, the stories of what we’ve all seen can be told in ways that strip away the political coverings and show the dark moral reality that lies beneath. 

By skillfully speaking the moral truth, we can help unite the good people of America, and end the polarization that our leaders have worked to foster—helping America’s conservatives to remember how better to tell the difference between good and evil, and helping America’s liberals to remember how absolutely vital—and real—that difference is.

But is the liberal half of America ready to play this prophetic role, or is American liberalism hampered by its own moral blindspots?

For example, how did we respond when he used the word “evil”? 

Did we cringe, thinking “Evil? Why, there’s no such thing!”?

Andrew believes that liberals, being naïve about evil, have rendered themselves impotent as a ruthless menace has arisen over the past generation, scarcely noticed, to threaten the soul of America.

Evil. What else are you going to call forces that impart to everything they touch a disturbing pattern –of lies, of injustice, of subverting the good order of both civilization and nature?

You could call it a disease, I suppose. But that doesn’t fully capture the darkness of a pattern that acts as if it were animated by a vengeful drive to destroy what’s good in the world.

Or is “good” too much of an “absolute” value, too? 

Are we among those of the liberal inclination who think that all moral judgments are just a matter of personal choice? 

Some do not regard the moral dimension as being truly fundamental to the nature of reality. They’ve been persuaded by that philosophic current that sees an unbridgeable gap between “is” and “ought”; they believe that moral judgments are just subjective preferences. 

But it is particularly the concept of “evil” that they reject. Too primitive a notion, they say—manifesting black-and-white thinking. Too dangerous a notion—fostering demonization and self-righteous self-delusion. 

By becoming more tolerant and more aware of psychological complexities, they see themselves as having advanced beyond the terms of our ancient spiritual traditions.

But I’ve come lately to believe that the concept of evil captures a vital human reality. So vital that its disappearance from the cognitive maps of many modern sophisticated people is a dangerous development—dangerous because when people do not recognize the nature of the forces they are up against, they will be less able to deal with them effectively.

Much of my adult life has been spent studying the play of destructive forces in the human system. But it was not until recently that my experience of these destructive forces plumbed me so deeply that the notion of “evil” became a palpable reality.

Part of what opened that door, I believe, was my having had, in the spring of 2004, a spiritual breakthrough regarding the very opposite of evil. This experience gave me a vision of a Wholeness and a deeper sense of reverence for the good, the true, and the beautiful. This experience seems, in retrospect, to have sensitized me to those forces that work to destroy such wonderful forms of good order.

Another part of what opened the door, it seems, was that for the first time it was from inside their domain that I was examining such evil forces. In other words, it is one thing to study the pathologies of Nazi Germany or Stalinist Russia from the safe remove –in space and time– of my own comparatively humane America. But it is quite another thing to experience dark forces coming to rule the world around me.

The dark truth of America’s current peril is not hidden away, awaiting revelations from secret tapes. It’s right there in front of our faces, playing out chapter-by-chapter on the news on prime time TV – almost habitual disregard of truthfulness – contempt for science and for objective analysis of all sorts – an insistence on forcing reality to conform to their beliefs rather than vice versa – an insatiable pursuit of wealth and power – consistent fostering of division—both among groups within America and between America and the world – consistent dismantling of the traditional structures of good order—in their consistent degradation of the structures of international order, of environmental regulation, of Constitutional restraint on political power.

If, as I believe, goodness is to be understood in terms of wholeness –the arrangement of the parts of a system in a harmonious, well-ordered and life-serving way—then surely evil, as the opposite of goodness, will involve the kind of destruction of harmony and good order manifested by such developments as those I’ve just described.

When I began to speak out about my sense that dark forces were consolidating their grip on our country, I did not feel a need to use the e-word. It seemed adequate to use less spiritually loaded terms like “ruthless” and “amoral” and “dishonest” and “bullying.”

But as I continued to explore the dark spaces that I’d seen, those words soon seemed insufficient. There was another element that these words did not capture, and soon I was speaking to liberal audiences about the “evil forces” at work. 

Although the people in these audiences opposed many of the same trends and practices that alarmed me, many were not comfortable with my using that ancient and freighted term “evil” to describe them. I came to understand that underlying this discomfort was a worldview. And I’ve come to believe that this worldview –widespread in liberal America—is part of what has made it possible for such dark forces to gain power. 

A related objection –and perhaps the most frequent one—is that one should never label others “evildoers” because, historically, so much human destructiveness has accompanied such accusations

Admittedly, through the millennia, great peril has surrounded people’s wielding of the ideas of good and evil. But the same has been true for all ideas about which people feel passionately—God, truth, love of country. Any beliefs that come from the core of people can lead to destructive or constructive consequences depending on how whole and clear, or how broken and twisted, are the souls or psyches of those who hold them.

So while there are reasons for great caution when operating from the deepest and most passionately felt beliefs, it hardly follows that we should reject these beliefs or ignore them when we act in the world. In particular, from the fact that the idea of “evil” has often been used in distorted and destructive ways, it does not follow that it’s never important and right to label as ‘evil’ the forces one sees at work.

Perhaps the deepest element in the widespread liberal resistance to the idea of evil lies in the strain of thought called “moral relativism.” 

The idea that there is no important distinction to be made between right desire and wrong desire has its sources in modern philosophical thought but is probably most powerfully driven by our consumerist economy, which doesn’t care what kind of impulse we gratify so long as we seek our gratification through what can be bought and sold.

Whatever the sources of this moral relativism, among the results of this failure to distinguish between choices that are good and those that are not has been a radical transformation –a degradation—in this nation’s cultural expressions. 

This tendency toward moral relativism is liberalism’s most damaging contribution to the current ascendency of evil in America. When all that people are willing to judge is that terrible thing called “judgmentalism,” standards of right conduct can be eroded. 

This unraveling of old moral ideals, in which American liberalism has been largely complicit, is one of those cultural developments that has diminished the power of the forces of goodness to resist the advance of evil.

The ancient Greek philosophers taught that the essence of good character is that the better elements of the soul rule the worse. Our present tragedy and peril is that in America today, the reverse is true – the elements that should be suppressed are instead suppressing the elements that should rule.

Most Americans are struggling to return our country to a willingness to be ruled by law, and to sheer human decency, while others don’t want the Geneva Conventions ban on torture to hold them back. 

Most of us are devoting our energies to moving America toward a way of life in harmony with earth’s living systems while many have no interest in restraining greed to avoid potentially catastrophic climate change and other degradations of the biosphere.

The majority of us are striving to create a country where principles of justice hold sway while the forces now dominating America are moving relentlessly to shift power from the weak and vulnerable to those already mighty, and to transfer wealth from those who have less to those already rich beyond any rational need for more.

Such struggles have characterized the whole sweep of civilized history. On the one side are forces that care for life and work to create and maintain life-serving structures. On the other side are forces that tear such structures apart.

It is in that interplay between opposing forces that we find one indication of the value of the idea of “evil”: when there’s an opening, the forces opposed to goodness will advance. We see an opportunism in these forces, as if they were animated by some spirit of darkness looking to expand its empire.

Some people reject the ideal of evil because they believe it takes what is happening inside human beings and projects it out onto some beyond us that works to drive human events in a twisted and destructive direction.

And accordingly, I have heard liberal and enlightened people say things like, “This supposed ‘evil’ is just a projection of what is really just inside us as human individuals.”

But talking about the motives for human action as lying within us is an over-simplification. Yes, of course, our motivations are inside us. But we ourselves are substantially molded by those systems –cultural, historical—in which we are embedded. 

History isn’t made just by people; it’s also made by forces.

This is the vital dimension that wasn’t captured by talking about the ruthlessness or amorality of individuals, and that led me to use the “e-word.” I saw something about the way that those forces operate, about how patterns can lurk in the cultural interstices, awaiting the chance to impose themselves again. 

History elsewhere has shown that fascistic forces feed upon people’s fear of moral decadence. And now, regrettably, we see that indeed it can happen here.

A century ago, the hot-button distraction was racial purity. Now, the leaders whip people up about issues of moral purity. In both cases, unjust leaders use deception to exacerbate divisions useful to magnifying their own power and wealth.

Dark patterns lurk in the system, like some dormant virus, ready to erupt when the culture’s immune system weakens.

Wholeness begets wholeness; division begets division. The patterns compete in the human arena.

Wholeness within the human being consists of harmony among the elements of the psyche. The crucial challenge here is to reconcile the natural energies of the human creature with the need for order in the overarching human system. But when the surrounding order imposes too harsh and punitive a morality –when the culture wages war against the creature—such harmony becomes impossible.

In a morally healthy society, the darker elements are kept subordinate to the dictates of good order. They are held in check by those frameworks that a culture has developed at all levels –in the psyche, in the realms of cultural expression, in the domain of governance– to nurture and protect good order. But when these frameworks break down, as they have in America in our times, the dark forces –the old patterns of brokenness— that lurk in a society will arise opportunistically to tear things apart.

After decades of an imaginative life –in television and movies, for example—that continually rehearses Americans in the indulgence of their lower selves, fewer people can recognize the good, and fewer still are devoted to it. Amoral desire gains in force, and counterfeit goodness more readily passes as the real thing.

After well over a decade of a talk radio culture that teaches people to indulge their self-serving beliefs, the gratifications of wishful thinking erode the structures of integrity in the pursuit of truth. Without that ethic of intellectual responsibility that requires that we bow to the truth, it becomes far easier for deceptions to win out in the corrupted “marketplace of ideas.” 

The nature of evil as I believe I’ve glimpsed it, then, goes beyond its being destructive of the good. It is also central to evil that –unlike the destructiveness of a tsunami—it works through the realm of human choice. And it is its use of the wounding and twisting of the human spirit that gives evil its morally dark and cruel aspect. 

But it is also its operating on a scale far vaster than the individual human will, and its opportunism in spreading its patterns of brokenness, that give the impression of a vast spirit at work in the world, expanding its empire wherever there is an opening.

I am not inclined, myself, to credit our religious tradition’s personification of these forces as mighty and eternal conscious beings –like God and Satan—possessing benign or malign intent, and standing behind the forces of good and evil at play in the world. To me, these forces have appeared as empirical forces embedded in the dynamics of human systems unfolding through time. These forces seem comprehensible in naturalistic terms, but also so vast and enduring that they require an expansion of our usual narrow perspective for us to perceive them; so subtle and transcendent in their operation that they do seem of a spiritual nature—acting as if they were animated by benign or malign intention.

But whatever the ultimate nature of these forces, the religious traditions of our civilization, it now seems to me, have grasped a most basic truth about how such forces –for good and for evil—act in the world. It no longer seems to me a primitive notion—but rather a factual reality—that there is a battle for the power to shape human affairs between the forces that weave things together well and those that tear things apart. 

The traditional religious vision of “the struggle between good and evil” I now see as embodying deep insight, as a way of naming something quite real and most fundamental in shaping our destiny. And calling things by their right names is important –particularly for those things that are at once so difficult for us to grasp on the basis of our immediate and mundane experience and so vital to understanding what’s happening in our world and what we are called upon to do to about it.

To address today’s moral crisis in America, both sides have important moral errors to correct.

Even if one believes, as I do, that the urgent moral danger to America has arisen from the other, conservative side of the political divide, it’s important to ask how one’s own side may have contributed to the present crisis.

Take for example the failure of American liberalism to present its message in a way that resonates at a deep level. 

For many Americans, it’s not enough that the trains run on time, that the bureaucracies administer their programs, that America just be an address at which they live their private lives. They want to be part of a country that has a deeper meaning. They want to vote for leaders who give them a vision of national purpose that touches their moral and spiritual beliefs.

But it’s been a while since America’s liberal leaders have spoken from or to such soulful places.

It’s not that liberalism stands for nothing capable of stirring our passions for high purpose. 

Consider the protection of the environment. For us human beings –having become so destructive a bull in this planet’s china shop— it can be a holy a mission to clean up our act, to preserve this beautiful, living planet for future generations of life on earth. 

The earth is our mother. And the other creatures are our cousins. Are there not “family” values of the loftiest kind involved in protecting the biosphere that sustains such a rich web of life, including our own?

That liberalism can go beyond merely formulating sensible policy to give voice also to a spiritual dimension goes likewise for providing decent health care and assuring genuinely equal opportunity for all our children.

But if liberalism has failed to present this kind of stirring vision, perhaps its because the worldview of too much of American liberalism has lost touch with the sense of the sacred—with what’s sacred about the liberty in liberalism, about the love of humanity at the heart of humanitarianism, about the care for all life that drives environmentalism, about the devotion to the greater good that motivates progressive economics.

And so Americans, finding no spiritual vision on the left, have become vulnerable to a spiritual con job from the right. 

If liberals offer no high purpose for America’s leadership in the world, many will opt for a phony righteousness about smiting evil-doers across the globe. If liberals convey no sense of holy purpose about taking care of America’s children, many will buy into a phony “culture of life” that seems concerned with life only between conception and birth. If liberals have forgotten the spiritual significance of the liberty in which America was conceived, many Americans will salute a commander-in-chief who starts wars in the name of “Freedom,” even as he undermines the basis of freedom here at home.

The danger to the soul of America is urgent, for the forces now ruling America are systematically dismantling the structures that have protected goodness in this country over the generations, and this process could lead to much greater darkness than we see now. 

Maybe the American system will cast off the totalitarian assault on our heritage, but then again, maybe it will be the heritage itself that gives way.

In view of that uncertainty, it seems to me imperative that we oppose these forces –now– with passion and commitment. 

If American liberals are going to lead America back toward a true righteousness, then, they’ve got a lot of work to do. 

And the job is not just about “packaging” the message to give more sizzle to the steak. America’s had enough of bogus, Madison-avenue posturing by politicians in the spiritual realm. To truly help America heal from its present spiritual disease, liberals are going to have to dig down deeper into their own souls to find the place from which the real thing comes.

It’s time, in other words, for liberalism to be born again.

And to end with a quote from the Dalai Lama:

“Our problems, both those we experience externally such as wars, crime and violence and those we experience internally as emotional and psychological suffering will not be solved until we address this underlying neglect of our inner dimension. That is why the great movements of the last hundred years and more--democracy, liberalism, socialism, and Communism--have all failed to deliver the universal benefits they were supposed to provide, despite many wonderful ideas. A revolution is called for, certainly, but not a political, an economic, or a technical revolution. We have had enough experience of these during the past century to know that a purely external approach will not suffice. What I propose is a spiritual revolution.”

