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"What is needed is a realization that power
without love is reckless and abusive and that

love without power is sentimental and anemic.
Power at its best is love implementing the
demands of justice. Justice at its best is love
correcting everything that stands against love."
- Martin Luther King Jr., Where Do We Go from
Here: Chaos or Community?
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In the world we live in, everything is connected to everything
else, making it quite difficult to establish precise chains of
causality, much less enabling us to predict future trends with
accuracy. In areas of human behavior and social causation, we
often can’t sufficiently narrow the field of relevant data to
generalize about the factors that are likely to have the greatest
influence.
Does the death penalty deter homicide? This question has
been studied to death (pardon the pun) by researchers and
statisticians for more than thirty-five years, with results ranging
all over the map.
Now, the prestigious National Research Council – after
surveying this vast body of research on deterrence and the
death penalty – has found no credible research to indicate that
the death penalty deters homicide, nor any credible research to
indicate that it does not deter homicide when compared with
other available punishments. The Council report was also
dismissive of some studies that found that the death penalty
might increase the rate of homicide through its “brutalization”
effect.
The bottom line of the Council’s report was that we simply don’t
know enough about the death penalty’s impacts on human
behavior to consider them when evaluating the death penalty
as a public policy.
Despite the report’s even-handed language, its conclusion is
fairly devastating to the pro-death penalty side. Why invest
billions of dollars in a public program that has no demonstrated
efficacy? The question is particularly embarrassing to
politically conservative supporters of the death penalty who
make a habit of criticizing the inefficiency and wastefulness of
government programs.
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The study also leaves pro-death penalty politicians without a leg to stand on. During a
presidential debate in 2000, Texas’ reigning executioner-in-chief, George W. Bush (Rick Perry
has since surpassed his record for having signed more death warrants than any governor in
history) piously said that the death penalty “should never be about vengeance” but only about
saving lives.
“I believe the death penalty is a deterrent!” announced Bush, to which the wonkish Al Gore
meekly agreed.
I’m waiting for a mainline presidential candidate to come clean: “I know the death penalty is
probably not a deterrent but I do believe in vengeance and I don’t care how much it costs!” (My
only fear is that we’ll hear a candidate saying something like this before we’ll hear one speaking
the truth that “the death penalty is a failed program that costs too much and risks too
much....and besides, do you really want your government playing God with citizens’ lives?”)
Here in New York, there hasn’t been a strong push to reinstate the death penalty since the later
part of the last decade, but the argument has always been that we need a limited death penalty
for “cop-killers” in order to provide a margin of safety for those who protect us. Again, the kernel
of the argument is deterrence - that criminals (or anyone else bent on violence) will hesitate to
shoot or stab a police officer if they know that doing so could get them a death sentence.
Unfortunately, 2011 was a particularly bad year for police murders. A recent New York Times
article reported that more than 70 law enforcement officers were murdered nationwide, a
significant spike compared with past years. The article quoted a bevy of experts who were
asked to speculate on the reasons for this increase in violence against law enforcement
personnel. Interestingly, none of the experts cited the presence, absence, or frequency of use of
the death penalty as a factor that might affect the safety of police officers.
I decided to do some research and crunch some numbers, and here is what I found (feel free to
draw your own conclusions):
In 2011, the sixteen abolitionist states (CT joined this list in 2012) plus the District of Columbia
accounted for more than 26% of the US population but only 18% of the police officers murdered.
By contrast, three states (TX, FL, and VA) which apply the death penalty frequently – having
carried out more than half of all US executions since 1976 – accounted for about 16.5% of the
US population but for nearly 20% of police murders in 2011.
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Police murders aside, it has long been recognized that
states without the death penalty have, on average,
significantly lower murder rates than states with the death
penalty. A just released study by the Institute for
Economics and Peace, a business think tank, drives

“In other words, behind
most acts of violence there
lies a narrative of justified
vengeance.”

home this correlation. Of the 10 most dangerous states
identified in the Institute’s survey, all 10 have the death
penalty; whereas among the 10 states considered safest, 7 of those states - including the two
safest - don’t have the death penalty!
It really does beg the question: What is the connection, if any, between violence and the death
penalty?
Let me put this as succinctly as I can (and please don’t report me to the National Research
Council): The same socio-cultural-political factors that incline a state or region toward having the
death penalty and toward using it frequently (e.g. black and white thinking; “us vs. them”;
stereotyping of community members by police and of police by community members) are also
constitutive of violence generally, forming the basis of a “justification” required by more or less
normal human beings to relax the inhibition against behaving violently.

“Even the atheist
philosopher Nietzsche
aspired, somewhat
grandiosely, to ‘free
mankind from the spirit of
revenge.’”

In other words, behind most acts of violence there lies
a narrative of justified vengeance. Our religious
traditions understand this and have spoken to the
problem again and again. “Vengeance is mine sayeth
the Lord.” (Leviticus) “Love your enemies.” (Jesus)
The Buddha preached against entertaining vengeful
thoughts let alone taking vengeful actions. Even the
atheist philosopher Nietzsche aspired, somewhat

grandiosely, to “free mankind from the spirit of revenge.”
I don’t mean to suggest that because it is not easy to validate spiritual truths by empirical means
that all deep truths are beyond scientific validation. For instance, in the past month yet another
longitudinal study has emerged to demonstrate that exposure to violence, especially in early
childhood, can significantly shorten one’s life span. The study found that even our genes are
adversely affected by the stress of violence.
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I’d like to propose a few simple but possibly productive follow-up questions for researchers to
frame up for study:
1. What are the long-term effects on a child whose parent has been executed? (Why has no one
asked this question?)
2. Is violence contagious? (If so, how can we immunize ourselves?)
3. Is kindness contagious? (Since everything is connected to everything else, we may never
fully appreciate the power of kindness until we commit ourselves to practicing it as a way of
being!)
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It is a standard assignment given by teachers, one with which those of us involved in death
penalty work are well acquainted. “Write an essay either for, or against capital punishment.” Or,
another version: “Write an essay that gives the pros and cons of capital punishment.” A quick
search on Google using the key terms “Essay pros cons death penalty” yields 229,000 hits, a
number which speaks to the lack of creativity of such a question but also to its ubiquity amongst
educators who teach about capital punishment.
The “Pro-Con/For-Against” format is an appealing one in which teachers can present
controversial topics. (In fact, the nonprofit organization “procon.org” is based solely on this
method of instruction and is currently used in thousands of classrooms in the U.S.) For many
instructors, wading into controversy with students is akin to walking in a minefield. Passionate
emotions, accusations of bias, and criticism from parents and administration might ensue if
partiality is exhibited. Although the production and dissemination of knowledge is never neutral
or value-free, in education as in journalism, a high premium is placed on the façade of neutrality.
The teacher becomes the purveyor of truths that are untainted by his/her opinion and allows the
students to formulate critical opinions based on their own wrestling with the topics. The
classroom allegedly becomes a democratic marketplace where pros and cons are equally viable
options that students can elect to endorse unequivocally or reject unequivocally. What better
precursor to a life of civic engagement? And at the same time the teacher can shield herself
from recrimination!
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I have taught Sociology courses involving units on
crime and punishment for five years at Hunter College
and Queens College. In designing the class and my
assignments, I have been forced to consider my
pedagogical approach to the death penalty. As a
strong opponent of capital punishment, and as one
who worked for over five years at New Yorkers for

Although the production
and dissemination of
knowledge is never neutral
or value-free, in education
as in journalism, a high
premium is placed on the
façade of neutrality.

Alternatives to the Death Penalty, was I obligated to
present the “pros” of the death penalty? Should I mold the conversation to be “for” or “against”?
Should the students hear as equally meritorious the “other side”?
After much reflection, I strongly contend that for those teaching in the social sciences or for
those who are asked to do any presentation before an audience on the death penalty, the procon/ for-against “debate” formula of presenting the capital punishment should be abandoned. I
offer two reasons (although others may be advanced). The first is what I term “the
evolving/progressive standards” principle and the second is what I’ll call a “principle of
polemics.”
Pro/Con debates about the death penalty are fruitless if we consider the notion of “evolving
/progressive standards.” The death penalty is a punishment which has been abandoned by 139
countries, including all Western industrialized nations and many other “unlikely” nations such as
Philippines, Mexico, Russia, Turkey, and Argentina. EU Policy on the death penalty states: “The
death penalty is cruel and inhuman, and has not been shown in any way to act as a deterrent to
crime. The European Union regards abolition as “essential for the protection of human dignity,
as well as for the progressive development of human rights” (emphasis mine). The United
Nations has also called for a moratorium on executions based on its stance that the death
penalty is an affront to human rights.
An evolving sense of morality/human rights precludes debate and pro/con arguments for various
punishments that were once deemed acceptable but have since been abandoned as barbaric.
For instance, in Iran, stoning is permitted for adultery. In Saudi Arabia, beheadings take place
for crimes such as robbery, murder, or apostasy. Amputation for theft can be found in Nigeria. I
am unaware of any college or high school that would ask its students to engage in a pro/con
discussion of stoning for adultery or beheading for murder or amputation for theft. Why not?
Surely, there are “pros” to having these draconian forms of punishment, often in public view. I
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would wager that some could argue that the deterrent effect of seeing any of these, the low
crime rates that can result, would justify their use. Yet, we do not debate pros and cons of
beheading because they have become anachronistic in most nations of the world. They are
vestiges of an earlier time when human rights had not progressed to their current state. We
might study beheadings etc. as social facts of socio-historical interest, but we certainly would
not put them on the table for serious debate. To present these methods of execution as a
pro/con issue would suggest that they equally deserve consideration for social policy in the
United States. Given the evolution/progression of most of the rest of the world (except nations
we hardly wish to ally ourselves with), I conclude that this format is inappropriate.
My second reason to consign the pro-con debate to the

The death penalty is a
punishment which has been
abandoned by 139 countries,
including all Western
industrialized nations and
many other “unlikely”
nations such as Philippines,
Mexico, Russia, Turkey, and
Argentina.

dustbin is that the polemical format—where one
chooses to argue either for or against—does not lead to
critical thinking, but rather to a hardening of ideological
beliefs to the exclusion of thoughtfulness, nuance,
ambiguity, and a willingness to tolerate new information
that might contradict one’s established beliefs.
Cognitive research has proven repeatedly that our
brains become less tolerant of contradictory information
the more one allies oneself with a particular ideological
configuration. Why should students be encouraged to

think in such a dichotomous fashion? Rather than encouraging critical thought, the pro-con
death penalty debate encourages the exclusion of information, and a division among students
by support or opposition, rather than uniting them in an inquiry of its socio-historical symbolism,
meaning, causes, and effects. I do not suggest that the classroom should be a place for
political indoctrination. I do not wish for students to be transformed into robotic abolitionists
spouting figures about the costs of capital punishment. Quite the contrary. In teaching about the
death penalty in the social sciences (history, social studies, sociology, anthropology, political
science), the socio-historical context of punishment should be explored fully. The death penalty
is a product of a particular time and place, a social fact revealing much about the prevailing
social order. Why has it been abandoned in most countries? Why does it still exist in the US?
How and why has it been used? These questions bring to the students a much higher level of
critical thinking than merely doing a laundry-list (easily found online) of pros and cons. And in
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doing so, it is likely that they will realize why an evolving standard of human rights makes a
debate about capital punishment a futile endeavor.
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I’ve lived in Siem Reap, Cambodia for two months now. For those unfamiliar, Siem Reap is
home to the famous Angkor Wat temple complex visited by millions annually. It is also the
second most popular city in Cambodia behind the country’s capital city, Phnom Penh. I’m here
as a visiting teacher with the Ponheary Ly Foundation, an organization working to improve the
lives of children in the country by improving local schools and encouraging students to attend
school instead of working.
Before coming to Cambodia, I had the same Western preoccupations about the place as almost
anyone: land mines, the Khmer Rouge, and the Killing Fields. After living in this tragically
misunderstood land for a short, but thorough stretch of time, I’ve gained a firsthand experience
with resilience.

12

I did not have the opportunity to speak with any of the surviving members of the Khmer Rouge
here. They tend to live in isolated communities that don’t take well to people prying into their
past. I did, however, have the opportunity to speak to two survivors of the Khmer Rouge prison
camps and several people who lost their parents as well as brothers and sisters to the Khmer
Rouge regime – which they refer to as the “Pol Pot time.”
Everyone has some understanding of why the Khmer Rouge came into power: the US-backed
puppet government was incredibly unpopular and the Khmer Rouge provided what appeared to
be a better alternative to the common people. Obviously, like Hitler’s Nazi regime, the people
who hedged their bets on the Khmer Rouge were gravely mistaken. A better question is why,
culturally, did the Khmer Rouge do what they did? What in the fabric of Cambodian society
allowed this tragedy to occur?
In my personal opinion, it had a lot to do with the cultural differences between those who were
educated and lived urban lives, and those who were uneducated and spent their lives working
on farms. These two groups of people – who are still radically different to this day – didn’t
understand each other. The farmers believed that the urbanites were lazy, destructive, and
untrustworthy. The urbanites generally thought the farmers didn’t understand much about how a
country should be run. The social and cultural strife between the two groups was exploited by
the Khmer Rouge. In fact, if the farmers and the city-dwellers were better acquainted and
shared a common sense of community I’d be willing to bet the Khmer Rouge genocide wouldn’t
have happened. The whole terrible situation just reiterates several imperatives that we all
should abide by: learn about those people in your country and in the world who are different
than you, accept them into the fraternity of your global consciousness, and make an effort to
connect with them on one level or the other. By doing these things, by understanding those
strangers who could easily be construed as our enemies, we can prevent tragedies, wars, and
unnecessary deaths from happening.
If you ask your average Cambodian what he or she thinks of the Khmer Rouge, especially those
officers still living in the country, you’ll get a mixed bag of opinions. Some will be angry –
seeking revenge and calling for the execution of these men and women. Some will be
dismissive and indifferent. What I’ve found to be most amazing and moving, however, aren’t
these rather typical responses, but the lives of the children here.
Most children here are products of parents who were either directly or indirectly impacted by the
violence, oppression, and tyranny of Pol Pot and his regime. They live in poverty and work daily
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to help their families squeeze out a living. Yet, despite this misfortune – especially at the hands
of some of the most disgusting men in history – these children are happy and at peace. Let me
amend this last comment by saying the children I’ve had the pleasure of working with – the
children who are lucky enough to go to school instead of working or begging or worse – are
happy and at peace. There are plenty of Cambodian children who are forced one way or the
other to do things no child should. They are treated miserably and it is a crime that there isn’t
more of an effort to address this problem. All of this aside, the children that do attend school are
happy and at peace (at least while they’re in class).
I have worked at three separate schools in and around northwestern Cambodia with children
between the ages of 5 and 16. I have taught alone and with another instructor. I have never
been disrespected by a student. I’ve never seen students taunting one another. I’ve never had
to break up a fight. These children and their families have been through hell and continue to
wallow in poverty, yet I have never experienced nor felt the environment of violence present in
America’s most impoverished communities. What is the secret to maintaining this seemingly
impossible peace?
If you visit the homes of any of these children you will notice that family comes first. No matter
what happens, the family sticks together to help each other out, to play, to fight, and to
celebrate. Everyone works together so everyone can survive and thrive together. While
everyone talks about their hatred of the surviving members of the Khmer Rouge, they don’t
spend their energy on that hate. They use their energy to keep their families alive and relatively
happy: they spend their energy on love.
While Cambodia has a long way to go in many areas like healthcare, education, and
environmental conservation, it has excelled in a very important area: family. America could learn
an important lesson about love and family from the Cambodians. If America were to put more
time, money, and energy into maintaining families and preserving communities, not punishing
the “bad guys” I think we’d see happier, healthier children. I think we’d see easier smiles and
better neighborhoods.
Violence destroys life, love, and community. Violence breeds animosity, hatred, and sadness. Is
America’s justice system working to stop violence and create connections, opportunities for
love, and happy communities? Or, is America’s justice system doling out violence in response to
violence? The stars and stripes should learn from a country that has seen too much violence.
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Love, family, community. Preserve and promote these in place of revenge, hatred, and violence
and you’ll see kids smile no matter how much money their parents have.
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The act of forgiveness is a difficult task. To forgive requires a
different kind of understanding. In the poem “Call Me By My
True Names,” Thich Nhat Hanh writes about the Boat People,
Vietnamese refugees who, after the fall of Saigon, fled Viet Nam
in tattered make-shift boats, risking the terrible storms of the sea
and the plundering of pirates. In response to hearing news that
a girl had been raped by pirates, Hanh, a Vietnamese Buddhist
monk, poet, and peace activist who came to prominence during
the Viet Nam/American War, wrote the following:

I am the twelve-year-old girl,
refugee on a small boat,
who throws herself into the ocean
after being raped by a sea pirate.
And I am a pirate,
my heart not yet capable
of seeing and loving.

The speaker of the poem is both the twelve-year-old girl who
throws herself into the sea and the pirate who raped her. Hanh
is asking the reader to break through the barrier that divides the
self from the other and to find empathy and understanding for
both the girl and the pirate. In the poem, the young girl is aware
of the violence committed to her body and mind; and with that
awareness comes the knowledge of the brutality of the world.
The experience and knowledge of the rape are so devastating
that she “throws herself into the ocean.” There is, indeed,
tragedy here—a young girl, so full of potential, with her life cut
short by violence. Strangely enough, Hanh doesn’t demonize
the pirate. There is no judgment or criticism in the poem. Hanh
gives the pirate a “heart [that is] not yet capable/ of seeing and
loving.” There is an innocence about the pirate; he is still a
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child, his abilities to love and have compassion for other living things (i.e. his “heart”) not yet
fully developed. With “not yet,” Hahn suggests that the pirate has potentials to be good, to be
able to see life, to love and cherish it.
Throughout “Please Call Me By My True Names,” Hanh comingles images of prey and predator
in nature, as if to suggest that we are all in it together—that in the circle of life, there are life and
death, “departing” and “arriving” of beings, of cries and laughter, of comedies and tragedies, and
that is the “rhythm of my heart.”

I am a mayfly metamorphosing
on the surface of the river.
And I am the bird
that swoops down to swallow the mayfly.

I am a frog swimming happily
in the clear water of a pond.
And I am the grass-snake
that silently feeds itself on the frog.

The speaker of the poem is able to find joy in this kind of order—and order that is the law of
nature and the cosmos and not one that is created by men. He reveals, “My joy is like Spring,
so warm/ it makes flowers bloom all over the Earth.” And forgiveness is possible, if we are able
to transcend the self/other barrier and understand that we are of One and All things, that we are
of many names:

Please call me by my true names,
so I can wake up
and the door of my heart
could be left open,
the door of compassion.
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With this understanding, this ability to see ourselves in others and see others in ourselves, we
are able to have compassion and forgive those who hurt us.
Forgiveness is not about forgetting, since Hanh wrote and shared the poem with the rest of the
world. To forgive, then, is to remember what happened, to try to understand the horrific event
from the perspectives of both the victimizer and victim. It is about finding understanding,
empathy, and compassion for everyone involved—a very tall order, I admit.
As the poem suggests, forgiving is waking up to our true selves and the true nature of reality. It
is an understanding that life is change and that people are full of potential. And that there is
goodness in all of us—in our friends and our enemies alike.
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Khao-I-Dang Refugee Camp (1980)
Unknowingly accurate, the UN workers called
our refugee camp “KID.” It was a hot, dusty, endless
stretch of land. Early mornings, my uncles and aunts
disappeared to who-knows where. I roamed the dirt road,
lost in the red-brownish haze, a branch in my hand, looking
for crickets, lizards, and grasshoppers. When the rain came,
tiny leaf-green snakes rested under giant toadstools.
I hunted frogs and tadpoles, while others sought shelter
under thatched roots. On weekends, the young men
played soccer, a game that usually ended in bloodshed,
as centuries-old conflicts between Viet Nam and Cambodia
were played out by refugees sharing the same story:
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torn from home, separated from friends and loved ones,
the future as uncertain as the past, forever uprooted.
One evening, sitting in the same dirt field where blood
had been spilled earlier, I saw Jesus Christ being crucified,
a mesmerizing horror show, presented to us by the most gentle
people, our friends and teachers, whose Church groups
would send our family to Boston, Philadelphia, and Minneapolis,
places as foreign to us as snow, Christmas, and birthdays.
I found the film difficult to watch in the dust cloud that clogged
my lungs, let alone understand its religious meaning; yet,
I was intrigued by this glimpse of what our future might hold.
Returning to the family tent that evening, I found Grandmother
tending the bruises on the body of her oldest living son,
caught by the Thai police for leaving camp to go night-fishing
to supplement the meager food ration to our family.
After a day of hunting frogs, watching a bloody soccer match,
and witnessing the brutal torture of Christ, I quickly fell asleep.
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Our Neighborhood in Revere, MA (circa 1984 and 2008)
Listen, you have seen it before
in countless television shows,
movies, and newspapers.
No matter which city
you’re talking about,
the markers are the same:
The sneakers on telephone wires,
the cracked sidewalks, the potholes
that you swerve so hard to avoid
that you almost hit the double-parked cars,
the graffiti on street signs and public buildings,
the apartment complex and family
houses slumped so close together that you can smell
your neighbor’s fried pork with rice,
where you can taste the lemongrass, fish sauce,
red chilies, and brown golden garlic,
as if your grandmother is cooking next door,
where inside, English is not spoken,
and the first image greeting you might not be Christ,
where you need to lift up the reservoir’s lid and pull the string
to flush the toilet,
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where a tired-looking can of Sanka coffee filled with brown Canola oil
rests near the stove,
where if you pay careful attention, you will notice that there are other
inhabitants besides your friend’s extended-extended family,
and across the street, you hear a bunch of young men
hanging out on the front porch of a house with broken windows,
you see air-conditioner lying on the dying grass,
and you notice a mother walking down the sidewalk,
with some of her children running ahead of her,
and another one, a baby in only a diaper,
and not because it’s summer hot, cradled to her chest.
You have seen it on the ten o’clock local news.
A young reporter staring wildly into the camera
is speaking with a sense of authority
and commitment to the community,
about a shooting that claimed the lives of young bystanders,
about a drug bust where police found some untold
amount of coke and drug paraphernalia,
and you are shaking your head,
wondering what the world has come to, now
that these foreigners are ruining our America.
I was in the neighborhood the other day
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with my fiancée.
Fresh from graduate school, studying
postcolonial literature and theory, we were
there to pick up some curry for my aunt.
I scan, making sure the car doors are locked,
trying to get a sense of the scene.
The streets, the smells, the sights reminded me
of the old neighborhood, the markers were there,
but the people that I knew were gone.
Now there were Middle Easterners.
I guess the United States is no longer at war
with Southeast Asia.
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“An Englishman's way of speaking absolutely classifies him. The moment he talks he makes
some other Englishman despise him!”
– Professor Higgins, My Fair Lady

A few weeks ago I participated in restoring a portion of a community center which predominately
serves undocumented immigrants. The neighborhood is only a short bike ride from my house. I
and other members of my church scrubbed and painted, trying to make the children’s learning
center fresh and cheerful for the moms and kids that would come through the doors. In an
adjoining wing there was a class. The students were studying to become US citizens,
something given by birth to most of those who will read this.
It’s strange. Based on what they have said, I know what some in our group felt about
undocumented immigrants. There were two views and very little gray in between. I know some
described themselves as “conservative” and others described themselves as “liberal.” I know
some had voted for Barack Obama and some for George W. Bush. I didn’t know anyone who
voted for both Obama and Bush.
But none of that really mattered while we worked together. The work needed to be done. The
church had promised we could get it all done in less than two days. We did.
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I’m not a well-spoken person in a lot of ways. Although I have many friendships with many
different kinds of people, I have strong and sometimes odd opinions. I think odd things and
when I voice them I often find my foot in my mouth.
Because my opinions seem odd or eclectic to others, I often wonder where people get their
opinions. Is it just their friends? What they see on TV or read in books? Their family or
personal experience? Logic or rationalization?
I also have noticed over time that many people hate others based on what they say or profess
to believe. Furthermore, this hatred seems to burn far more intensely sometimes than hatred
derived from what people actually do. I’ve seen people write with more gentle empathy towards
killers than they do towards people on the opposite side of the political spectrum. I’ve heard
people speak kindly of men who blithely condemn half the world to war and then speak
venomously about people with a slightly different personal moral code. I’ve watched as people
who beg for mercy and understanding for the mentally ill condemn those with different or
unusual opinions.
These and other experiences make me wonder what the world would be like without words.
Would we be able to see good and evil, enemy and friend, kindness and cruelty more clearly
without words in the way? If actions counted but not thoughts and words would we be more
compassionate to others?
I think that this is why animals inspire compassion in us. Despite some pet lovers’ tendency to
anthropomorphize their pets, we all seem to know that animals have no thoughts, no stream of
consciousness. When an animal destroys something we’re not angry like we would be at a
human. Why? Could it be at least in part because we know that the animal has no
rationalization for its behavior, as well as no means to apologize? Is it the action itself that
makes us angry or is it the justifications? Is it the action, or the possibility that the apology is
disingenuous? Is it the action that makes us angry – or happy or sad – or the dance between
two conscious minds, neither never really known to the other but only imagined?
I selected some poetry and fiction from two authors I know, David Kaczynski and Chuck Miller. I
love poetry and fiction partially because they bridge this gap between the “realness” of
expository writing and silence. I’ll let the reader decide why I chose them.
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Poems by David Kaczynski
Matty
I wanted to bury her deep in silence
but my spade kept hitting
roots, mixing violence
with the peace I sought
for her.
She always had a serious look,
like my mother's
as she peered through
tragedy. But it was the moment that
consumed her; she
wobbled faithfully to her
dish until the last day.
She couldn't reach my lap
and finally gave up trying.
Her gray poll poked up
like spring grass. Her world
narrowed, our friendship
refined to instinct.
Under brilliant, mid-summer
morning light, I tried so hard
to reach a place where all
the roots were broken.

Aspiration
I aspire to help
pacify winds of anger,
the craving for suspect
love, to heal faces
collapsed in hard knowledge.
I aspire to look
beyond the stains
to see one who is,
who might still become;
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to one day disentangle
snarls which hide meaning
in enormous knots,
which bind and belabor
compassion as it moves
the heart's bowel.

Diaphanous Beauty Pearl
A dream named you,
sounded in my waking as
you clung to fragile rest.
Like a diaphanous creature
breathing shapes into Being's
unbounded ocean. Beauty,
subtle integrity of things
confluent in your eyes,
radiant in you. Enigma
of self, unborn on earth,
like a pearl moon reflected
in thought's unsteady pail.

Short story by Chuck Miller
Collarworld: A conversation at the Rainbow Bridge
The dog entered through the special swinging door. She didn’t know what to expect. It was
different than anything she ever experienced.
“Why am I here?” she asked. “And where am I? My mistress will be upset if I’m not home to
meet her when she gets done from work.”
“It is all right,” said the soothing, angelic voice. “You are welcome here.”
“Where is here?” the dog barked.
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“You are at the Rainbow Bridge,” said the angel, kneeling down to pet the dog’s fur. “My name
is St. Francis of Assisi. I am your patron saint. As I am for all animals. It can get somewhat
disorienting, I understand. You probably didn’t even know you had a patron saint.
Don’t worry. Everything is all right.”
“But you don’t understand,” the dog whimpered. “I need to go home. My mistress needs me.
And I need her. She rescued me from a very bad life. And every day, I thank her for being such
a wonderful person. I never bark at night, I don’t chew the furniture, and all I ever want to give
my mistress is unconditional love and support.”
“And you’ve done that,” replied St. Francis. “You’ve done that and so much more. And your
name is…” He looked at the red, heart-shaped dog tag around the dog’s collar.
“Paisley,” the dog barked.
“What a fine name. And you are a – a pit bull, am I correct?”
“Yes, sir,” she yipped. “Just like Pete the Pup from the Little Rascals.”
“Yes,” said St. Francis. “I’m looking over your records. You were rescued, correct?”
“I was.”
“And according to this file, you’ve been a faithful companion to your mistress for a long time.”
“She cared for me,” woofed Paisley. “I miss her already.”
“I know she misses you. But you’re in a new place now.” St. Francis tapped his thigh twice.
“Walk with me.”
Paisley obeyed. “Sorry,” she barked. “It’s a little hard to walk; before my mistress took care of
me, I was rescued from a person who didn’t like my claws on his bare floor. So that person declawed me.”
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“Oh, how terrible.”
“I know. Thankfully, my mistress loved me even without my nails. I love her and I miss her
terribly. Can I go back to her?”
“I’m afraid that’s not possible,” smiled St. Francis. “But I want you to come over and talk with
some others who have crossed over.”
“Okay,” barked Paisley. “If you say so.”

The walk was clear and crisp. As Paisley looked around, she saw pets and animals of all
shapes and sizes, all species and breeds. “I’m scared,” she whimpered.
“Don’t be,” St. Francis of Assisi whispered. “Everything will be all right. Come over and meet
some of my friends. Millie… come over here.”
At that moment, a small dog named Millie walked over. “Hello, Paisley.”
“Hi,” Paisley replied.
“Everything’s going to be all right,” Millie barked. “Like you, I was a rescued dog. Have you
ever heard of a Cavalier King Charles Spaniel?”
“I don’t think so.”
“We’re a very desirable breed,” Millie barked, “but that’s not important now. I spent the early
part of my life as a breed mother in a puppy mill, and by the time someone rescued me out of
that hell, my back was fractured from being force-bred so many times. My new mistress took
care of me and loved me – she rescued other dogs and took care of them and loved them.
Some of them are here with me now – Pepe and Taffy and Lucky, all of them. And come the
day when we’ve given every ounce of love and support to our owner… then God calls us and
we come here. And this is where you are now.”
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“I’m in…”
“It’s the other heaven. Not the heaven on earth, where rescued animals spend their lives – this
heaven is where we watch over our masters and mistresses and make sure they’re okay.”
“Oh,” said Paisley.
“See, Paisley, those who rescue us from bad or unwanted situations – those are the most noble
of pet owners. They chose us because they wanted us. How much more can we ask?”
St. Francis knelt down and petted Paisley’s side, then rubbed Paisley’s front and rear paws.
“Come with me, Paisley,” he said.

They walked along the trail. To the left, Paisley saw a beautiful glistening lake. He glimpsed at
the water – and saw all manner of tropical fish, all swimming in the glass-clear sea. To the right,
Paisley saw a menagerie of circus animals – tigers and lions, monkeys and seals, all playing
and running and enjoying themselves.
“Come with me,” St. Francis beckoned. “I want you to meet someone.”
They approached a small meadow. An orange tabby cat walked up to Paisley. “Welcome,
Paisley,” the cat said.
“Hi,” Paisley barked, still nervous of her surroundings.
“It’s okay,” said the cat. “I understand you’re very nervous. I was, too. Thankfully, my master
and his children took me in and made me part of their family. Without them taking care of me, I
don’t know where I would have ended up.”
“I understand.”
“I passed over about a decade ago. That doesn’t mean I don’t miss my master. I still do. In
fact, I’m sure he still misses me. Paisley, you and I – along with Millie and some of the other
animals you’ve met just now – were rescued from bad situations by caring, wonderful people.
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All they ever wanted was our love and compassion, and that’s what we gave them every day.
That’s the most anyone could ever ask of us. And now we have one thing left to do – a payback
of kindness, if you will.”
“What’s that?”
The cat walked over to a bright green portion of the meadow. “There’s going to come a day,
Paisley, when our masters and our mistresses are going to cross over that bridge. They’ll cross
over that same Rainbow Bridge that we just spanned. And they’re going to be confused. And
they’re going to be upset. And they won’t know why they’re here. But as long as we’re the first
thing they see once they cross over… if we’re the first friendly face they see, just as we were
the first friendly face they saw when they woke up in the morning, or when they came home
from work, or when they’re sitting in front of the television and we’re comfortably sitting on their
laps… that’s going to be very important. All of us want to be reunited with our masters and our
mistresses. And someday we will. We wait here, morning noon and night, for them. It may
take a day, it may take twenty years.”
“I’ll wait two hundred years if that’s what it takes,” Paisley barked.
“I know,” said the cat. “It’s the love we shared with our human owners. It doesn’t end just
because one of us is still in the living world. It won’t end, it won’t fade. Oh, and by the way, did
St. Francis touch your paws?”
“Yes he did,” Paisley barked. “I don’t know why… maybe he was checking to see if my feet
were okay.”
“Well,” said the cat, “check your paws.”

Paisley looked down. And smiled.
“We’ve got some time before we’re reunited with our loved ones,” the cat said. “Come walk with
me. I’ll introduce you to some friends I’ve made up here.”
“Okay,” said Paisley. “But what about St. Francis?”
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“He’s already taking care of the next animal that crossed over a few moments ago. A
greyhound, I believe. He was rescued from a race track in Florida. For the last few years, all he
did was chase a stick – instead of that robot rabbit at the dog track.”
“Wow,” barked Paisley. “What’s your name, friend cat?”
“My master called me Vincent.”
“I like that name,” Paisley smiled. “Okay. Let’s go for a walk, Vincent.”

And as Vincent and Paisley walked along the trail, Paisley flexed his paws, feeling his newlygrown and restored nails digging into the warm dirt.
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gangbanging (2008)

The signs
he had made with his hands and fingers
had once been capable of
signaling
and ordering
and
claiming.

They had signaled danger or
worry.
They gave alerts and
updates.

People
listened and obeyed his hands.

Like his colors,
they were a part of
a bonding ritual,
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a way of life.

He had been one of them,
one with them,
fierce, and supple and strong.

Now
he cannot feel
anything.

His head is his principal friend.
That's how he makes the wheelchair go.
That's how the signs get made now.
He signals with his mouth and the chair listens and obeys.

He goes to school
But he must be driven
and dressed
and fed.

If he travels,
someone must go with him
to evacuate the tubes

His hands no longer claim;
they don't even move.
Neither do his legs
or his arms
or any living part below his neck.

Surgery has given him more time
between bathroom trips.

His wife is gone
34

and so are the kids.

He lives with his mom now.
He has a tutor and a friend,
and is going to school.

He'd like to teach the kids
what not to do with their hands
and what not to do
with their time.

Because when they shot him in the spine
everything changed.
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PENALTY PHASE (March 19, 1993 revised May 1, 2005)

A child locked in a closet,
tied to a bedpost,
cuffed to a radiator,
held
in the
cellar;

A child beaten with a strap,
burned with a cigarette,
raped by a father,
ignored
by
a
mother,

A child sold into sex,
left home alone,
sent to reform school,
cast into prison,
electrocuted,
doesn't grow well.
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Notes
The poems by Bunkong Tuon on pages 19-23, Khao-I-Dang Refugee Camp and Our
Neighborhood in Revere, MA, are part of a larger poetic work, Under the Tamarind Tree.
The poems by David Kaczynski on pages 26-27, including Matty, Aspiration, and Diaphanous
Beauty Pearl are part of a previously published collection called A Dream Named You.
Aspiration first appeared in Peer Glass – an anthology: writings from the Hudson Valley peer
groups.

38

