Vapid Values
by

Eyes Right

Alexandria, VA – My wife, younger daughter, and I spent part of New Year’s eve this year serving dinner to about 50 people in the Carpenter Shelter here in Alexandria.  We brought the food (beef stew, jello salad, and cornbread) from our church where about 8 members had prepared the meal in their homes. We were joined by Roger, another fellow from the church. 
The folks in the shelter were very grateful and polite.   There were several families with small children, along with some men who wore that down, but not out, look of perpetual poverty.  There are strict rules in the shelter, but everyone seemed to follow the designated procedures in good spirit.  Cleanup chores were performed immediately following the meal, restoring the entire establishment to a spic and span condition.

One does not ask those in a shelter how they happened to reach this condition.  It is safe to assume that few are here by choice.  It is simply a haven of last resort.  Except for the staff, I have never seen the same faces during my twice-a-year serving opportunities at the shelter.  Here, there are few of the comforts of home.  Privacy is at a minimum, and one has to be very careful to hold tightly to one’s meager possessions.
I could not help but contrast this situation to that of eight local mothers featured earlier in the week in the Style section of The Washington Post.  These ladies had decided to rent an SUV stretch limo to take themselves and nine of their daughters to a concert in Washington, DC featuring “High School Musical.”  “HSM,” as I learned it is called, is one of the Disney Corporation’s latest multi-media ventures to separate families from their cash.  HSM started as a made-for-cable movie, then became a mega-hit CD, and is now a sold-out concert tour.
But back to the moms in the limo.  They drank champagne and the girls imbibed in sparkling juice while they all watched the HSM video to and from the concert.  Their daughters were decked out in new HSM shirts, and all had undergone professional makeup and wardrobe before leaving home.  Oh, did I mention that these girls ranged in age from 6 to 9 ?
Counting the price of the tickets, the pre-concert dinner at a trendy DC eatery, the food and drinks at the concert, the wardrobe and makeup, the limo and tip for the driver, the “Girls Night Out,” as one of the mothers referred to it, cost at least $5000.  What lessons, pray tell, are these ladies teaching their daughters?  
As I watched one of the young girls in the shelter help her mother clean the floor of the dining area after the beef stew meal, I nearly cried when the contrast of the HSM crowd with these poor folks hit directly home.  History is replete with such terrible economic inequities, but this situation certainly altered my New Years resolutions made later that night.
I thought you might like to know.
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