THE G FT OF TONGUES

Overnight, while the whole world slept, a fierce,
unt hi nkabl e
snowstorm One of those tropospheric aberrations which
are not so nuch unexpected as uncalled for. It was in the
| ast week of Novenber, a few days after Thanksgi vi ng. I
awoke at 7; a vision of the sparkling 4-inch snow cover
that had just dropped over the G eat Metropolis drew ne to
my bedroom wi ndow. The storm was gone, blown out to sea.
The afternoon's tenperature would clinb through the 40's.
Even before the first pallid streetlights staged their
ascendancy agai nst a snoldering twilight, the snow had
nmostly nelted away. An oppressive danpness clung to the
t horoughfares where, still, the renmaining nounds of slush
continued to hinder the novenents of pedestrians driven by
pur poses anything short of the highest.

The afternoon was taken up with shopping and vari ous
errands in the comrercial heart of the downtown area. On
days such as these one can experience an urgent need to
break the routine, to get in sonewhere out of the bustle
and cold, to find sone place where one can rightfully do
nothing at all and sinply relax. Few solutions to this
anbition are equal to finding a way to devote an hour or
more to sitting in or strolling through the public areas
of a luxury hotel, one of those ubiquitous Sheratons, or
Hiltons, or Hyatt-Regencies, or the nore regal Wl dorf-
Astorias, Westins or Ritz-Carltons ! It cones as sonething
of a surprise to discover that there is likely to be nore
denocracy in a five-star hotel than in the | ower echel ons.
Modern |uxury hotels are commercial thoroughfares, quite
unli ke the G and Hotels of nonarchy. Their natural siblings
are t he super-hi ghway, the supermarket, the shopping

mal | . Whatever their elitist illusions, they will never be
permtted to override the basic objective of noney-
meki ng.

Li ke the Sheraton, where | choose to settle in that
day at around 4 PPM On any given day it may be host to as
many as half a dozen conferences, neetings , dinners,
receptions. Few delegations are likely to consist entirely
of blue-bloods or CEOs . One conmmonly turns up Elks,
Rot ari ans, Jaycees; retirees partied off by their office
mat es; the nmenbership of the Association of Dental
Technicians. In the distributions about the | obbies one
may notice custoners for the travel agencies, the
restaurants, the tourist guides or the smart shops tucked



al ong the hem of the boundi ng facade. People comng in off
the streets to use the restroons and tel ephones. Tourists
from I ndonesia or Venezuel a or Hoboken. O, |ike nyself,
persons happy nerely to be able to rest their feet for
awhi l e before noving on, spectators to the jostling

kal ei doscope . One even finds a discrete node of
accommodati on for undeniably shady individuals who wai't
for, or hope to engage in private dealings with sone of
the nonied, lonely or nerely | ow-m nded hotel residents.

Credentials for adm ssion into these arenas are in
fact few.

One ought to be presentably dressed, and behave as if one
doesn't

feel out of place. Neither the registration clerks, nor the
receptionists, nor the bellhops, nor mscellaneous
attendants have any cause for being suspicious of your
desire to share their conpany. You can use all the public
facilities; stroll the corridors admring the paintings on
the walls; duck into the shops; use the barber shop or
shoeshine in the basenent. Returning to the |obby vyou
are encouraged to drop into the uphol stered pul chritude of
cushion and couch where, for upwards of an hour, ( after
which you may at |l ast begin to look a little strange to
sonebody), you may bathe your weary linbs in limtless
confort. Your eyes feast on the dazzling |ight cast from
bul bs shielded by antique petal form stained glass ; or
swm enbalned in pastel of wallpaper and paint. Your
nerves humto the tingling furriness wunderfoot. Ears
delight in the clash of voices rising above the currents
of sound , so many rafts, |laden with feverish chatter,
navigating the swrling eddies.

Look around: there may be plates with crackers or
cookies or nuts; or newspapers and nmagazi nes . You note
the arrivals of new guests, the stragglers, the snug, the
bew | dered. Your imagination , stinulated by the
clusterings of humanity, the broad novenents of groups
streamng |ike snoky waiths from burning coals,
entertains its private opinions, its speculations, its
inventions, all free of charge. Part of nothing, yet you
bel ong - as much as anyone -
far nore than those who, because they crave entrance into
sone

establ i shed category, wll always feel excluded. Sone of
the people you notice may actually be affluent; and so,
affecting affluence , vyou, too are affluent! For one hour

you are rich as the richest being alive ; and you have none
of his burdens.



After all, what if it should turn out to be the case
that you do have a perfectly good reason for being here?

Shortly after this thought crossed ny mind | arose,
i nparting confidence in every gesture, and wal ked over to
i nspect the grooved black felt tableau with the plastic
letters caught beneath the glass case hangi ng across from
the grand helical staircase. Al the announcenents for
conferences and conventions, trade
expositions, semnars and conmunity neetings are posted
there. | scanned it briefly, on the | ookout for those
events which | mght have the right , for which I m ght
find the interest , or at which | mght even feel under
an obligation , to attend.

My curiosity now thoroughly aroused, anbival ent
bet ween astoni shnent and anusenent , | study these nanes

CALM
Cl ergy Advocating Liquor Mderation

MA R C H
Maxi m zi ng Al cohol Revenues
Over the Christmas Holidays

It was stated that both conferences were presently in
attendance and would be so wuntil the end of the nonth. The
first organi zation clearly, was conposed of mnisters. A
panphl et on the table before the bulletin board described
the other as an unbrella group for advertising agencies and
copywriters. As | tried to nmake sense of the information
available to ne, | becane aware of the sounds of sone kind
of commotion at ny back . | turned, to discover snal
groups of people quarreling and engaged in heated
exchanges, running down the staircases and escal ators ,
striding through the | obbies and out the front doors . An
el evator in the corridor to the |eft opened up and two nen
stepped out. The ol der, jow ed, paunchy and, ( as one may
easily deduce fromhis starched collar, pale blue suit and
vest of Tyrean purple ), a mnister, wagged a stubby
finger in the other man's face and bl urted:

" May the alcoholics of the world damm you to hell -
firel"

Hi s antagoni st had to be a copywiter from MARCH He
was sal |l owfaced, his upper lip covered by a prickly
moust ache, short and i nnocuous, even sickly . | sensed a
met abol i sm ravaged by a craving for large quantities of
stress and perpetual crisis. He flapped hi s rai ncoat, (
one of those trench-coats universal to the business world,



believing itself permanently in the trenches) , and
snar | ed:
" Can the pious hunbug ! It's not Sunday! And |I'm
not your congregation, you frigging cornball hypocrite! "
If I'd sought relief fromboredom, | was not going to
be di sappoi nted .
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The Sheraton conference staff had not considered the
consequences of scheduling such constitutionally hostile
organi zations in the sane week. Both m nisters and ad-nen
make their livings fromrhetoric; what harm could cone
fromreunions of rhetoricians? C.A L.M had assenbled 50
mnisters from 18 Christian denom nations to |aunch a
canpai gn of pulp and pulpit to exert sone influence
on society to cut down on its' drinking during the holiday
season. One can inmagine the sort of things they cane up
with: A photograph suggests a gathering of grieving
relations around a pile-up of wecked cars. Strewn around
the perineter lies the danagi ng testinony of many broken
bottl es of whiskey and gin . The caption bel ow states:
Its' Too Late To Pity The Wdow And The O phan ,

When It was Your Drunk-Driving
That Killed their Breadw nner!

As one had reason to expect, MA R CH's style was,
at every level, nore flanboyant. Conpare the take of each
organi zation with regard to the sane hall owed fable: The
G fts of the Magi
The C A L.M conference quickly approved an ad featuring
the 3 Wse Kings standing in the manger before the Chri st
child s nmakeshift cradle. Their arns and the ground
before themoverflow wth gifts. Beneath this tender
i mge, the imrenorial créche , the mnisters had
positioned this noral:

There Wasn't Any Liquor In The Gfts O The Magi

MA RCH twsted the sane icon to fit an apposite
purpose. Stretching the full of a highway bill board :
Behol d ! The dry spl endour of the Arabian desert. An
i nky, cloudless, acquanmarine sky, its' whol esone air tangy
wth Oiental spices. Above the sand dunes on the hori zon,
filling the right-hand corner,an expl oding star! In the
foreground, 3 canels anble single file fromright to left.
The 3 Wse Kings, dressed richly in exotic costunes,
perch al oft, rocking on gem studded saddl es. Wth
bottl es of sparkling chanpagne in their right hands, (
| abels promnently displayed), goblets filled to the brim
in the other, they are making nerry.



Across the | ower border of the sign , on a banner etched in
t he sand:

LET' S RAI SE A TOAST
TO THE BABE OF BETHLEHEM

This version had been censored after half an
hour's discussion in the Lincoln ballroomon the 5th floor
of the Sheraton. It ran too great a risk of offending
people by too direct a reference to the Christ child. In
addition, the word 'babe' had a secondary connotati on:
that of a woman of questionable norals. The rest of the
hour was devoted to finding appropriate substitutes.

It had to happen didn't it, that a Baptist mnister
woul d, just then, wander by m stake into the Lincoln
Rooml  The perverse inventiveness kindled in the
del egation by the nultiple innuendoes |atent in the word,
babe , made himblush crinmson. He held his peace; but
they weren't finished. An idea thrown out fromthe fl oor
began to gather nonentum It had to do with the fun that
the revelers were having in the tavern of the inn that had
turned away the Holy Fam | y!

" They nmust have been nmeki ng whoopee in there! "
soneone
shouted, setting off smrks and ripples of |aughter about
the room "Say- that's a great idea! Wy not show Joseph
comng in fromthe cold for a nip!...Hey, that's rich!..
Have the barflies take up a collection for the
baby!...And..Well.. Hey, what about, right there at the far
end of the bar, the Star of Bethlehemcom ng over TV
during the CBS evening news!....Show the guys joshing
Joseph, |ike
maybe the kid isn't his....... !

It was not to be tolerated, even for another instant!
The gentle
preacher rose fromhis seat and stonped ostentatiously
out the
door. It took no nore than a mnute to explore the other
corridors and find the |location of the CA L.M neeting.
Stormng into the Roosevelt Room he felt quite justified
ininterrupting the business at hand to tell coll eagues
about the sinfulness running wild at MARCH His
i npassi oned account whi pped themto collective fury.
Wt hout being too certain of what they intended to do ,
they forned thenselves into a brigade that tranped through
the halls back to the Lincoln Room Follow ng soneone's
sudden inspiration, they began pounding, all together, on
the doors with their fists, and shouted:



"CHRI ST! CHRI ST! CHRI ST!' CHRI ST!
CHRI ST! CHRI ST!' CHRI ST! CHRI ST!
CHRI ST! CHRI ST!' CHRI ST! CHRI ST!

The delegation within fell silent, petrified with
fear; a reaction that soon turned to anger once it
realized what was happening. "Let'emin! ", soneone cried,
"We're not afraid of them creeps! " The doors were
opened, the clerics poured into the ballroom spew ng
threats of hellfire and damation. It took little time for
t he energence of a coagulation of small groups pursuing
private quarrels that spilled out into the hallways,
corridors and | obbies of the Sheraton.

Just about the tine I'd gotten up fromny couch to
scan the bulletin boards for announcenents of conferences,
or other events, to help ne while away the remai ni ng hours
of the evening !
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The norni ng newspapers dubbed it a riot, though no
bones were broken and no police called to the scene. By
dinnertine tenpers had settled down. Representatives for
each organization net at 9 for private negotiations.

Al t hough unclear as to the details, the papers stated that
a reconciliation had been achieved by mdnight. A certain
Lut heran m ni ster had acknow edged, or at |east agreed to
assune, the blanme for the door-pounding stunt, and woul d be
goi ng hone. The M A R C. H delegates who had played with
the idea that the cold-hearted drunks at the bar of the
inn of the Nativity
m ght provi de good copy, had already issued a fornal
apol ogy.

| was out the door by 9:30 AM, headed in the
direction of the Sheraton ; there was no tine to waste!
Under a crystal-clear sky, against icy winds, | strutted
two mles to the downtown. A visitor from abroad m ght
have concluded that Christmas had cone early; every bl ock
in the coomercial district was reeling wth holiday
decorations. Holly weathes garlanded the lanp posts. In
all directions one saw a palette dom nated by Yuletide
conbi nations of red, white and green. Great plastic
reindeer frolicked in the parks; clusters of blinking
colored bulbs festooned the pillared porticos of
fashi onabl e churches. Only | acking was the bl anket of
snow. Cl oud banks massing on the horizon suggested that
this oversight would be corrected by nightfall.



Nor had Madi son Avenue been remss in its endeavors
whi | e
Hol i ness stal ked abroad. Much as giant |onely evergreens
lend a
forlorn charmto Al pine nountain slopes, billboards
pronoti ng
whi skey, eggnog, cigarettes and dangerous |ifestyles dotted
the grey
cityscape. In the solem vaults of the display w ndows of
the maj or
departnent stores stood glitzy clothing, expensive
furniture, jewelry , toys and stuffed aninmals covered with
the fur of animals nurdered to lend verisimlitude to
such lifeless dumm es. Beggars, huddled outside the doors
of Macy's, Neiman -Marcus, Bonwit-Teller and so forth ,
recei ved scant charity fromthe sacred festival of
consuner greed. Keener in its nercantile wi sdom the
Sal vation Arny prospered where pan-handlers failed: a
rotund Santa C aus, heartiness personified and certifiably
pickled to the gills, rattled a handbell, which startling
clang directed one's attention to the black kettle placed
before himfor the reception of conscience noney.
Staggering through alleyways from Skid Rows and bars many
of these sane pan-handlers would | ater be getting their
nmeals at the Sally soup kitchens.

| entered the Sheraton around 10. WAl ki ng t hrough the
| obby to the information desk | was surprised to see sone
of the
ad-nmen and mnisters sitting together on the arncthairs and
couches, engaged in conversation and in am able rapport.
The receptionist took me for a journalist and sent nme up
to the Mezzanine. Comng off the escalator | encountered a
| ong tabl e on which stacks of panphlets, magazi nes and
gl ossy brochures from several organi zati ons associ at ed
with CA LM and MARCH were arranged. At the center
of this display rested a |large pile of press rel eases .
Producing it on such short notice nust have cost sone
nmoney; it had been typeset then printed, not photocopi ed,
on a high quality bond paper. | picked up a copy and went
back downstairs to the |obby, making sure that | was
seated confortably in an easychair before reading it:

JO NT COVMUNI QUE

“WE THE COvBI NED MEMBERSHI PS OF C. A L.M (CLERGY
ADVOCATI NG LI QUOR MODERATION) , AND M A R CH (MAXIM ZI NG
ALCOHOL REVENUES OVER THE CHRI STMAS HOLI DAYS) , ARE PROUD
TO ANNOUNCE THAT WE HAVE DI SCOVERED THAT WHAT WE | MAG NED



TO BE A CONFLI CT OF | NTERESTS HAS TURNED OQUT TO BE NOTHI NG
MORE THAN A DI SAGREEMENT OVER METHODS

MA R C H SPEAKS IN GOOD FAI TH WHEN | T EMPHATI CALLY
ASSERTS THAT I'T WLL NOT TOLERATE ANY BLASPHEMOUS
| MPLI CATI ONS | N ANY ADVERTI SI NG APPROVED FOR THE CHRI STMAS
SEASON.

CALM IS EQALLY EMPHATIC IN ASSERTING THAT IT
W LL REFRAIN FROM ALL | NTERFERENCE W TH THE ENDEAVORS OF
THE COPYWRI TERS OF THI S GREAT LAND, I TS DI STILLERIES , ITS
BARS OR | TS PACKAGE STORES, TO EARN THEI R GOD- G VEN | NCOVE
FROM RI GHTEQUS TO L.

WE SPEAK AS PROFESSI ONAL MEN. EVEN AS OUR SKI LLS ARE
LARCELY LI NG&J STI C, EVEN SO DO QUR SUPPCSED DI FFERENCES
TURN QUT TO BE MERE MATTERS OF LI NGU STICS. WE WANT THE
SAME THI NG FOR OUR CLI ENTS : THE CGREATEST HAPPI NESS FOR THE
GREATEST NUMBER. THAT IS GOD'S WLL AND IT IS QUR WLL
ALSO ! |

LET US BRING TO MND THE M GHTY WORDS OF ST. PAUL :
"THOUGH | SPEAK W TH THE TONGUES OF MEN AND ANGELS AND HAVE
NOT CHARITY I'T PROFI TETH ME NOTHI NG " WE MUST ALL PRACTI CE
CHARI TY TO TURN A PROFI T. NDEED, WE KNOW OF NO CONFLI CT
BETWEEN THE LAW OF PRCFI T AND THE PROPHET' S LAW.

CALM ANDMARCH ARE COWM TTED TO THE
FORMULATI ON OF AN AGENDA MUTUALLY ACCEPTABLE TO EACH
TEMPERANCE NEED NOT RAI L AGAI NST CONVI VI ALI TY, NOR SHOULD
SOBRI ETY UPBRAI D JUDI Cl QUS | MBI BI NG THERE NEED BE NO
QUARREL BETWEEN THE SPIRIT AND SPIRI TS OF CHRI STMAS . ABOVE
ALL : THE WAY OF LIFE IS I N NO WAY | NCOWPATI BLE W TH QUR
WAY OF LIFE I'!”

| stuffed this position paper in ny coat pocket and
staggered down the hall, searching for the nearest bar.
At nmonents |ike these, what one absolutely has to have ,
imediately, is a DRI NK
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