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Last September, I wrote about a woman I'd seen but did not know who said a lot to
me about the world I was living in. It was a world I had never expected to see in the
United States of America.

Dressed in a matching, middle-class sort of way — knitted mauve skirt and blouse,
nicely coifed, nothing flamboyant or gaudy or swashbuckling about her, clearly
neither depressed nor destitute — but waving her arms and screaming out loud. It
was a picture of an America I had not seen before.

Looking back now, I guess you could say that the demonstration was meant to be a
dash of patriotism at its best.

The problem is that though this particular protest was meant to "protect the
Constitution" that has for a long period now been hanging by a thread, the protest
was actually contradicting a large part of the Constitution's preamble and its
commitment to "the general welfare" of the country.

This particular woman in this particular protest was screaming her disregard for "the
general welfare" by undermining that general welfare with her interpretation of what
it means to be a citizen. "I refuse to wear a mask," she yelled. "I am free! I have
'rights'!"

She was shouting her "freedom" to ignore the rights of anyone — of everyone — else
in the country by refusing to wear a mask in the midst of one of the most
transmissible pandemics in 100 years. It's not, in other words, the historical practice
of this country to mask the population as a show of political whim and fancy.

And politicians, even governors, agreed with her, apparently. So, many lost their
rights to life while others crowed their freedom to do whatever they pleased in the
name of "Americanism."

In all fairness, however, "freedom" is not an isolated concept. The great philosophers
of the late 19th to early 20th century, John Stuart Mill and Rudolf Steiner, for
instance, linked the concepts of freedom and liberty.
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Neither could stand alone, they argued. Freedom is the capacity to do what I will,
but liberty is the right to do what I can — only as long as I do not infringe on the
rights of others. There are, they pointed out, ethical and moral codes that limit my
right to do as I please.

Or, not to put too fine a point on it, I do not have the right to limit the freedom of
others to enjoy "life, liberty and the pursuit of happiness."
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But even politicians ignored the obvious to get the votes of those who have no
interest in either "the general welfare" or "the rights of others" in this free country
"to life, liberty and the pursuit of happiness."

So much for political leadership and its responsibility for the common good.

In fact, look closely at the "limitations on our freedom" that have been operative for
years. Does the lady in the mauve skirt have the "right" to pick and choose between
the ones she'll keep and the ones she won't? How shall we break the news to her
about their binding contribution to the common good? For instance:

We do not have the right to drive over the legal speed limit of a posted road. If
we kill others in a traffic accident as we do, we will bear the legal responsibility
for it.
We do not have the right to blow cigarette smoke in another person's eyes in a
public facility that has been labeled a "No smoking" zone. If we do, we'll be
fined, if not arrested, and often denied entrance to public facilities.
We do not have the right to endanger children, including our own, by sending
them to kindergarten in the public schools in all 50 states of America without
having them vaccinated for diphtheria, tetanus, and polio — which we
eradicated only after the development of polio vaccines.
People do not have the right to apply for immigrant visas to the United States
unless they receive vaccinations for mumps, measles, rubella, polio, tetanus,
diphtheria toxoids, pertussis, haemophilus influenzae type B, hepatitis B, and
any other diseases for which vaccines are recommended by the Advisory
Committee for Immunization Practices — for the "general welfare of American
citizens."
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American citizens who are returning to the United States from abroad are
strongly advised to receive the COVID-19 test before readmission.
Children up to the age of 8 years old must ride in a child safety seat or booster
seat in the back seat of a car for the sake of their general welfare, or the driver
may be ticketed and fined.
Automobile drivers, the government says, must have car insurance to drive,
whether they own a car or not.
Most intrusive of all, some would say, you will be ticketed and fined if you fish
or hunt without a hunting license in order to maintain the wildlife balance of the
country.
Finally, your restaurant or bar could be closed if you violate the terms of the
liquor license.

But in 2020, with no central leadership from Washington, each state stumbled along
without a national program of disease control and with a president who made fun of
the only defense we had — masks.

The common good, the general welfare, collapsed in the United States of America.
More than 600,000 people have died. Six hundred thousand. So far.
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A COVID-19 vaccination card is seen at Catholic Charities in the Brookland
neighborhood of Washington, D.C., May 18. (CNS/Tyler Orsburn)

From where I stand, with an undercurrent of resistance still firmly defined, it's time, I
think, for the federal government to mandate a vaccine passport. No passport? No
theater ticket. No passport? No mall shopping. No passport? No baseball games. No
passport? No air travel. And more.

But that leads to what may be the fundamental question: On what grounds beyond
the Constitution of the United States of America shall we accept masks and get
vaccinated? Answer: On the law above the law — the moral codes the philosophers
talk about that guide our care for one another, and that all the great religions teach.
They leave no doubt.

Jesus preached relationship and rights so decisively. He left us the Beatitudes and its
prescript "Blessed are the merciful." He told us the parable of the good Samaritan
who abandoned his convenience for the sake of his neighbor as a real model of
spiritual maturity.

Then he left us the most astounding comments of them all: "For if you love those
who love you, what recompense will you have?" and "Do to others whatever you
would have them do to you." There, "my rights" melt into yours.

The governor of Alabama, amid the sounds of "I've had it" from so many across the
country who have been so patient so long, says it all: "It's time to start blaming the
unvaccinated folks, not the regular folks. It's the unvaccinated folks that are letting
us down."

Saddest of all, the governor knows, is the story of the patients who lay in Alabama
dying — and begging for the vaccine. "I'm sorry," the attending doctor told them,
"but it's too late." It's too late. Too late to think about others as so many think only
about themselves.

Unfortunately, it seems that there are still more than enough people in that category
to affect all our lives.

I can't help but wonder if the woman in mauve is still out there somewhere wildly
claiming the "rights" that the Constitution with its commitment to freedom and
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liberty do not give her.

A version of this story appeared in the Aug 20-Sept 2, 2021 print issue under the
headline: Masks, vaccines and rights in the land of freedom and liberty.


