





Connections - June 2019 - page3

ked and glaring and raw” —were
prominent. So were worse ones.

¢ He was crude. Even while he #
was president, he often made
people take dictation from him or
discuss issues with him at close range
while he was sitting on the toilet. This treatment
included not only his staff but also high goverment
officials. The resulting humiliation was a method
of control. In addition, his office conversation was
permeated by sexual imagery. Also, he was well
known for displaying great pride in his sexual ap-
paratus, observes Caro. And “none of the body
parts customarily referred to as ‘private” were pri-
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vate when the parts were Lyndon Johnson’s.
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- ¢ He was often verbally cruel

' and unreasonably demanding of
others. These included not only

staff members but also family

* S, members, including his wife. Yet
most put up with this treatment

and even stayed fiercely loyal to him, because he
had chosen them so well. They felt that he was
going to the top, and they wanted to get there with
him. Consequently, they were “willing to take or-
ders and curses without resentment, to be humili-
ated in front of friends and fellow workers, to see
their opinions and suggestions given short shrift.”

¢ He took advantage of others’ weaknesses. He was
known as a reader of men. His gift for finding a
person’s sensitive point, observes Caro, “was
supplemented by a willingness —an eagerness, al-
most—to hammer at that point without

mercy.” He was more interested in men’s
weaknesses than in their strengths, be-

cause it was their weaknesses that could

be used against them, to control them.

¢ Until late in his career, he avoided revealing
where he stood on issues. He made liberals think

he was one of them and conservatives think he was
one of them. “He was always aware,” Caro ex-
plains, “that what he said might be remembered
and repeated —even years later.” While he was
likely to dominate a conversation on a controver-
sial issue, at the end of it none of his listeners would
know his position on that issue. Says Caro, “The
essence of his persuasiveness was his ability, once
he had found out a man’s hopes and fears, his
political philosophy and his personal prejudices,
to persuade the man that he shared that philoso-

phy and those prejudices —no mat-

. ter what they happened to be.”
¢ He craved power. “The hunger
oy that gnawed at him most deeply,”

Caro writes, “was a hunger not
for riches but for power in its most naked form: to
bend others to his will.” And what he always
sought was not merely power but the acknowl-
edgment of it by others—the deferential, face-to-
face, subservient acknowledgment that he had it.

¢ He lied constantly. “The only brush he had with
the war ... was to fly as an observer on a single
mission, at the conclusion of which he left the com-
bat zone on the next plane out,” Caro tells us. He
was given the Silver Star as a token because he
was a senator, but he wore it constantly, acted

as if it had been given for combat, and “ar-
ranged to accept it in public. Several times.”

¢ He had numerous extramarital affairs.

¢ He blatantly fawned over older men over whom
he wanted to exert control. This paid off for him in
valuable ways with House Speaker Sar

Rayburn, President Franklin Roosevelt,

and powerful conservative senators Ri-

chard Russell and Harry Byrd, just as

it had so many years earlier with the

college president.
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Some of these behaviors apparently grew
out of his childhood and teenage years in
the Hill Country, when he felt humiliated
by seeing his father ridiculed, his family and
friends living in poverty, his inability to a
ford a good-quality education, and his ove:-
all inability to “be somebody.” But does Johnson’s
background justify his despicable behavior?

Outstanding accomplishments too

In addition to Johnson’s despicable traits, he also
became well known for outstanding accomplish-
ments: electricity for the Hill Country, the first civil-
rights bill in more than eighty years, the Voting
Rights Act, Medicare, Medicaid, Head Start, and
many education bills. His father’s view that the pur-
pose of government was to help the poor people
who were “caught in the tentacles of circumstance”
probably motivated the good that his son was de-
termined to accomplish. So did seeing the desper-
ate poverty of his students at Cotulla.

Do his admirable accomplishments make up for
his bad behavior? Every person behaves at times in
ways that aren’t admirable. Surely we shouldn’t

hold those against the person forever.
Can good ends justify immoral means?

Or can moral behavior alone make

for excellence in an officeholder? Like

Johnson, several U.S. presidents of recent decades

have been known for having extramarital affairs.

Roosevelt, Eisenhower, Kennedy, and Clinton come

immediately to mind. In contrast, Truman, Nixon,

Ford, and Obama apparently were faithful hus-

bands and attentive fathers, but did this make them
our best presidents? Probably not.

What if there’s no good with the bad?

What about officeholders who display obvious
immoral behavior but who, unlike Lyndon Johnson,
have no accomplishments that might make up for
it? Our current president, notably, displays many
of the behaviors that were so reprehensible in LBJ.
Among the most obvious are crudeness, extramari-
tal affairs, lying (one major newspaper says it has
counted more than 10,000 lies from Trump so far),
expressing contradictory views at different times
and to different people, and being verbally cruel.
What's more, Trump has done plenty of things that
seem clearly harmful: canceling efforts to slow cli-
mate change and damage to the natural environ-
ment, ruining good relations with allies, greatly in-

creasing the national debt, supporting dictators,
and canceling efforts to reduce nuclear weapons,
among others. And what worthwhile accomplish-
ments can we attribute to him? I don’t see any.

An obligation of leaders

Many Congress members and other government
officeholders also show immoral or amoral behav-
ior often. The top priority for many seems to be
holding onto the office they currently hold, at any
cost. Standing up for truth, justice, and the com-
mon good doesn’t seem important, if by doing it
they risk losing the next election.

ren in the church, where we most feel

should expect moral behavior, we don’t

always find it. Like LBJ], many church

officials seem to have a craving for

power. Many also seem to give money a

high priority. Too many are failing to expose sexual

abuse in the church, to avoid making the church

look bad or causing a fellow pastor to be removed

from the ministry. These pastors’ top priority, like

that of so many government officials, seems to be

keeping the position they currently hold. They

aren’t willing to say or do anything that might

cause them to lose members and thus be demoted
to a smaller church that pays a lower salary.

Consequently, many pastors use Lyndon
Johnson’s method of refusing to reveal where they
stand on issues, apparently for fear of losing mem-
bers. I've known a bishop and several other clergy
who habitually seemed to agree with whoever they
were talking to at the moment, especially if that
person had power. They’ve spoken only about non-
controversial issues in sermons. Some of these clergy
have actually had progressive views on issues,
doubts about church doctrine, or even theological
beliefs that were considered unorthodox *-*
they weren’t willing to risk revealing th
until they were safely past retirement.

Until then, it was hard or even impos-
sible to know where they really stood.

Our churches and our governments both need
leaders who are more open, honest, and effective
than this. Leaders of such institutions, especially if
they’re at the very top of those, also have an obli-
gation to model moral behavior. Amoral or im-
moral methods shouldn’t be acceptable, even for

reaching worthwhile ends. i‘





