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The 'Hard Work Of Democracy' Weighs Anchor

By Gordon England

Tuesday night one of the great moments in American democracy took place, as it does every year, when the president addressed the Congress and the nation on the "State of the Union."

In his straightforward style, President Bush assessed the progress we have made in the war on terrorism and in strengthening the U.S. economy. He outlined the dangers and challenges ahead, and then offered a bold vision for the future - his ideas and plans to keep our country safe, strong and economically sound. What the president was talking about in his eloquent remarks was what he often calls the "hard work of democracy." Our commander-in-chief clearly understands that our nation plays a unique role in securing liberty for the world. It is a conviction rooted in a deeply held idealism that believes in the power of democracy to truly transform the world and defeat the evil of terrorism. He's not alone in that belief.  Earlier Tuesday, a couple of hundred miles south, nearly 7,600 sailors and Marines said their good-byes to their wives and husbands, moms and dads, and, perhaps toughest of all, to their children as the Norfolk-based George Washington Carrier Strike Group deployed for a six-month tour of duty in support of the war on global terrorism. With flags waving and more than a few tears, families lingered at the dock for a last wave and one more look as the mighty ships passed over the horizon. It was a scene that has been played and replayed for the more than 200 years that the United States Navy has sent its ships and its sailors to sea. This time it was the aircraft carrier USS George Washington with its embarked Carrier Air Wing 7, the guided missile cruiser USS Vella Gulf, and the guided missile destroyer USS Bulkeley heading toward the Middle East to relieve the Enterprise Strike Group. The latter group is expected back from its mission in late February.  The men and women who sail these ships for long months of hard duty at sea know they will miss some birthdays and soccer games, anniversaries and home cooking while they are gone. They have voluntarily chosen a harder life than most of us - often away from family and friends. Theirs are lives of courage and sacrifice. But they would have it no other way because they love their country, and they love freedom. They believe our cause is just and that their sacrifices, in the end, will matter.  They have willingly embraced the hard work of democracy, as have their families, so that all of us might live our lives in safety and security. I, for one, am proud of each and every one of them and grateful for their service.  The crews of the George Washington and the Enterprise Strike Group have answered the president's call to duty. They know that defeating global terrorism is the challenge of their generation and, perhaps, their children's, for it is a war that will not be won quickly or easily. But it will be won.  In February 1942, as Marines were deploying to the South Pacific, President Franklin D. Roosevelt sent them a special message: "You have embarked for distant places where the war is being fought. Upon the outcome depends the freedom of your lives: the freedom of the lives of those you love – your fellow citizens - your people. ... You will be supported by the whole force and power of this Nation." For those of us who stay behind, that is our duty.  The state of the union is often measured in dollars and cents, in employment numbers and interest rates, trade figures and GNP, in legislative battles won and lost. These are important indicators of our nation's strength and vitality. But as another group of brave Americans sets sail for dangerous waters doing the work of democracy, it's worth remembering that the best measure of any nation is the character of its people.  If the men and women of the George Washington Strike Group and the tens of thousands like them serving this country at home and overseas are any measure, then there can be no question that the state of the union is strong.

