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Parting Shots 
My brand of liberalism has been called wacky, but now it’s the GOP that’s gone crazy on us.
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July 5 - And so it has come to this: After four and a half years of doing this unabashedly liberal column, I received in my mail an invitation to have dinner with President George W. Bush.
"Will you allow us to honor you, Gersh, for your work in the 2004 elections?" the invitation asked. "The President's Dinner not only celebrates President Bush's second term, it's also a testimonial dinner for you, Gersh, who played a vital public and, in many cases, behind-the-scenes role in President Bush's campaign." The invitation also said I had earned the "deep appreciation of the Republican Party."
It was one thing to find out that this was going to be my last column—I could live with that—but to hear that the Republican Party believes I played a "vital, behind-the-scenes role" in getting the president elected was unbearable. Clearly, the GOP was telling me that my brand of liberalism is so wacky, so out there, so liberal that I've actually helped the Republican Party more than I've hurt it.
And during the last four-and-a-half years, maybe I did (my demand for government seizure of all guns, for example, still hasn't gained traction!). But now, it's the GOP that has finally overstepped and will soon, deservedly, be renounced by this country's broad middle (and I'm not talking about the obesity epidemic).
Republicans are emboldened now, like Sen. Joseph McCarthy before Joseph Welch asked him if he had no sense of decency. It is one thing for the radical right to make its opinion known—hey, I welcome that—but it is quite another for this very thin minority of the electorate to bully the left, the moderates and even the mainstream conservative president they helped to elect (once!). This sense of entitlement was clear even in their invitation to the president's dinner, which demonized the left for "denying [Bush] the mandate he has claimed from his re-election victory last November." Mandate? Since when is a 51-percent vote over the worst campaigner since Mike Dukakis a mandate?
But where is today’s Joseph Welch to tell these new McCarthyites that they have gone too far when they contend that Attorney General Alberto Gonzales isn't conservative enough to fill the Supreme Court position vacated by Sandra Day O'Connor? How can the guy who wrote the memo saying that the United States can torture prisoners not be conservative enough? They spend all their time complaining about O'Connor's centrist legacy or trying to impeach Anthony Kennedy, another conservative justice, because his votes simply haven't been reliably conservative enough. That O'Connor and Kennedy ended up being so mainstream is more a testament to the radical right's twisted sense of entitlement rather than any flaw in the justices' legal minds.
The Supreme Court's ruling last week that it is legal for government entities to display the Ten Commandments also wasn't enough for these congregants of the Church of the Latter Day McCarthyites. Emboldened, Rep. Ernest Istook (R-Okla.) proposed a constitutional amendment to protect such displays on public property. In interviews, Istook went after all the supposed targets of the evil, Godless liberals, saying his amendment "will protect the words 'under God' in the Pledge of Allegiance" (the notion that those words are under attack is just a figment of Istook's witchhunt-obsessed imagination. In 2002, after all, the Senate voted 99-0 to keep "under God" in the Pledge. Even Hillary Clinton voted yes). Istook continued: "It will protect our national motto of 'In God we trust.'" Again, is Istook insane? Has anyone (except me, that is) actually rallied to take that Judeo-Christian monotheistic sloganeering off our money? Besides, if Americans actually voted on a national motto to better capture our nation's most-sacred value it would be: "I Paid Less at Wal-Mart!"
In the Ten Commandments case, the Supreme Court held that a Texas display of the so-called Decalogue had a valid secular purpose. How can a series of Judeo-Christian laws that begins, "I am the Lord thy God" have a secular purpose in a pluralistic nation? Because these people have no sense of decency.
The radical right wants you to believe that the left hopes to oust religion from its critical role in American life. But this is another one of their indecent lies. Religion may, indeed, have a critical role in American life—though I would argue that most Americans would much rather have a bureaucrat who can balance the budget than a majority leader telling us every five minutes that he's been saved—but we liberals only want to oust religion from the government, not from your life. You want to pray, be my guest and pray wherever you want. Just don't ask the government to get involved.
Such thinking leads the radical right to demand that the government absolve them of their commitment to those who don't have the same belief system. Some Illinois pharmacists, for example, are telling their state government that it's "morally objectionable" for them to sell birth control to women. Since when is it morally objectionable to sell a woman a medication prescribed by her doctor? And, while I'm on the subject, wasn't it the conservatives who wanted government out of our lives anyway? I guess I forgot to read the fine print: Government is great, as long as it praises Jesus first!
These radicals are succeeding in their campaign to move the goalposts rightward. A new poll finds that a majority of U.S. citizens believe that the media is "too critical of America." This is less a result of any liberalization in the media—inarguably, the media has actually drifted to the right—and more a result of two decades of the GOP saying the media is a leftist institution. This indecent attack on the press is not because Republicans are bad people. It's just that they don't value media independence; they want the media to be an "Amen corner" for America. They don't want the intelligent analysis of NPR; they want to be "dittoheads" of Rush Limbaugh. They don't want a PBS show to let kids know that some families are headed by two women; they demand the head of the Corporation for Public Broadcasting (and get it!) because she didn't turn PBS into a Fox News Channel with classical music.
We liberals are not without flaws, but if we have any overarching belief system it is this: We are critical of our country when she fails to live up to her highest ideals and we will fight to make her better, not let her get lazy, fat and stupid (as her citizens have). I'm not ashamed of that, even when White House Deputy Chief of Staff Karl Rove chose last month to attack me and my fellow liberals for that very American of beliefs. "Conservatives saw the savagery of 9/11 and prepared for war; liberals saw the savagery of the 9/11 attacks and wanted to prepare indictments and offer therapy and understanding for our attackers," he said in a speech. Believe me, there is a time (1939) or a place (Afghanistan) for war, but since when did "understanding" other cultures become a bad thing? I actually think it's pretty important to know, hear and even listen to what other countries are saying about us—just on the odd chance, unlikely as we all know it is, that we are actually doing something wrong.
But Republicans don't want to hear about our nation's possible flaws. Last month, in fact, the Republican governor of New York took steps to ensure that there is no discussion about the meaning of September 11 at the place that gave the day its very meaning. After some 9/11 victims' relatives staged a silly protest about a handful of supposedly "offensive" drawings at a museum slated to be built at Ground Zero (call them Abu Ghraib-en images, if you will), Gov. George Pataki demanded an "absolute guarantee" that the cultural institutions at Ground Zero will never offend Americans (except, obviously, the people offended by such guarantees).
That's because the radical right doesn't want you to know the truth. That's because, at long last, they have no sense of decency.
As you may have intuited, this is my last column for NEWSWEEK. I've enjoyed the run and especially enjoyed meeting and corresponding with thousands of Americans who took the time to write to me (even those who wrote the most hateful mail you can imagine). Out of several thousand e-mails I received, though, none pleased me more than this missive from a man named Calvin, which seemed to put all the indecency I've witnessed from the radical right into perspective: "You're one of the worst dirtbags that this country has had the embarrassment to produce. The quicker idiots like you die the better. The Pentagon ought to have just one round of a draft and let you be the first one in the next firefight in some place like Fallujah [Iraq] so arrogant, snot-nosed journalists like you can get killed. After that they can cancel the draft. If there ever is another 9/11-type event with hijacked planes, I hope they hit the place you're in. Hope you like hot weather and hell, Gersh."
So if you're upset by what I wrote in this column, I beg you to write. But please, if you can't summon up Calvin's level of vitriol, don't waste my time.
Beyond that, I'll see you in hell!

Gersh Kuntzman is producing "SUV: The Musical!" at the New York International Fringe Festival this August. Go to http://www.suvthemusical.com for updates. This was his last column for Newsweek online.
