
 “You . . . I have appointed watchman for the house of Israel; when 

you hear me say anything, you shall warn them for me. If I tell the 

wicked man that he shall surely die and you do not speak out to 

dissuade the wicked man from his way, he [the wicked man] shall die 

for his guilt, but I will hold you responsible for his death.” Such was the 

duty God gave to the Prophet Ezekiel as we heard in the first reading. 

Ezekiel was from the priestly class in Jerusalem, and, as one of the 

leaders of the people, was exiled to Babylon in 597 BC when King 

Nebuchadnezzar of Babylon conquered the Holy City the first time.  

But don’t forget Jerusalem fell twice to the Babylonians – first in 

597 BC. Then Jerusalem fell a second time in 587/6 BC when Zedekiah, 

the puppet king Nebuchadnezzar had placed on the throne, rebelled 

against his Babylonians masters. This time Jerusalem and the Temple 

were completely destroyed. 

Our reading today comes from the 33rd chapter of Ezekiel. Just 

before the destruction of the Holy City Ezekiel is foretelling its fall to 



the other Jews with him in Babylon from the first exile. They can’t 

believe that God would do that to Jerusalem and the Temple. But 

Ezekiel warns them that God’s people have betrayed Him for too long 

and worshipped false gods, offered their children as human sacrifices to 

them, ignored His Law. Now God’s blessing and protection would be 

withdrawn. A few verses later a survivor from the sack of Jerusalem 

comes to Babylon with the news that the Holy City is gone.  

I am not a prophet like Ezekiel, but when I read this passage my 

mind was drawn to the divisions we are experiencing today in America 

and I too felt a call to warn of what I see might come upon us. It’s no 

secret that the American Republic is not doing well. The United States 

was founded as a Liberal Democracy, a product of 18-19th century 

classical liberalism. Classical Liberalism doesn’t equate to what we think 

of today as “liberal.” Historically both American liberals and 

conservatives could generally be described as classical liberals. That 

term stood for what Washington, Jefferson, Adams, Franklin aimed for 



in the Constitution  – freedom of religion, speech, association, free and 

fair elections, representative government, majority rule, no torture, 

protection of private property, an independent judiciary, civilian control 

of the military, etc. We in America have lived under such liberal 

democratic government for almost 250 years. Certainly, we haven’t 

lived out those principles perfectly, but we have assumed they are the 

only form of government for us.  

But, while Liberal Democracy seems natural to us, it is, in fact, a 

very fragile form of government. And it’s hard to sustain over time. 

Why? Because there are just as many political disputes in a liberal 

democracy as in any other form of government. People are people – 

fallen creatures who sin, sometimes horribly. But, in a liberal 

democracy, citizens agree to contest those battles through votes and 

elections rather than by violence.  

 So, the key to successful liberal democracy actually lies with the 

political losers. In a healthy democracy those who lose an election or 



vote don’t take to the barricades or organize a coup. They organize for 

the next election when they assume/hope they will win power. Political 

violence always come at a great cost even if one’s side should win. 

Liberal Democracy rests on the calculation that waiting for the next 

election is a better bet, and will cost less, than resorting to violence and 

trying to solve issues by coercive force.   

 But in America today those assumptions are being put under the 

greatest stress since the Civil War. This is because democracy actually 

only works well in a state where the large majority of the people 

already agree on the biggest issues. There needs to be a general 

consensus on the philosophy of life, who the human person is, what is 

right and wrong. And this is because when it comes down to those 

beliefs that give the deepest meaning to one’s life a person won’t 

compromise. Even a firm adherent of liberal democracy may balk at 

accepting the results of a vote that violates the foundation of his or her 

way of life and vision of the world. 



 Historically, Americans have agreed on most of the big 

philosophical issues (slavery is an obvious exception, and we know how 

that ended). But today there is growing cultural space between what 

people (call them Blues and Reds) believe about a number of the most 

fundamental questions of life. Abortion is one obvious example, but the 

list is growing of questions we have trouble compromising on because 

they speak to the very definition of the good and the human.  

We are separating into, not so much two parties, but two 

opposing cultures. When elections start to feel like a threat, not just to 

one’s policy opinions, but to one’s way of life and vision of the moral 

good, then liberal democracy is in trouble, because democracy doesn’t 

do well when the question is not: what policies do we pursue? but what 

philosophy or religion do we live by? Again, people are eventually 

unwilling to accept defeat peacefully on those questions. 

So, related to all that, and to the crucial importance of the losers’ 

attitude in a healthy democracy – in a democracy political parties need 



to accept one another as legitimate. By “legitimate” I mean a group of 

people to whom the losers are willing to turn over power. Parties won’t 

agree with one another about policy. But in a liberal democracy we do 

need to trust that the other party is within the realm of acceptable 

viewpoints and behavior and, if we lose, will not try to hurt us with the 

power surrendered to them.  

If this mutual trust between political opponents does not exist, 

then the calculation on which democracy is founded won’t work – 

because to lose an election will then mean becoming subject to 

violence or coercive force by the winners anyway. One’s life, or at least 

way of life, will be threatened -- so, after losing a vote, why not resort 

to the street and battlefield? My sense is that the Blue and Red cultures 

are losing that necessary trust and mutual sense of legitimacy that 

allow a liberal democracy to function. It may not happen, but I can now 

conceive of either party, if it loses this election or one in the near 

future, saying, “We won’t be governed by those kind of people.”  



The only time in American history that a vote wasn’t accepted by 

the losers was in 1860. The southern states rejected the results of that 

election and the Civil War began five months later. I’m not saying we’re 

months away from civil war, but the liberal democratic American 

Republic is in grave danger of falling. I’m not saying the United States 

would disappear, only that the U.S. may morph from being a liberal 

democracy into some other kind of regime.  

But in making this warning, I honestly doubt political actions or 

process will be able to heal this rift among us. I’m certainly not saying 

give up on politics. By all means, stay engaged. But I’m like Ezekiel, at 

least in this – I think only turning to God can save us.  

I sometime follow the preaching of Fr. John Ricardo and he had an 

idea that I want to finish with. He suggested a Day of Prayer and Fasting 

for our country on September 24. I too am asking for such a day of 

fasting and prayer that day at Holy Family, not for any particular 

political or partisan result, but for God’s protection of America – and for 



our conversion to His will. It will be up to each individual to pray and 

fast as he or she wishes. But the church will be open all day, with 

exposition of the Blessed Sacrament on the altar, ending at 5:00 with 

Benediction over the city and nation. Please join us that day in these 

acts of devotion and reparation. 

 


