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Well, I have been patient. It’s 
been quite a while since I 
wrote my last word festi-
val piece. I have waited for 

the groundswell. The demand to return, to 
come back and write another installment; 
the public plea to come out of retirement. I 
may have missed it. My cell phone recep-
tion is not great. I just know in my heart 
that somebody out there is dying for anoth-
er word column. Wait no longer. Here it is.

You know from my past forays into word-
land that some of my best adventures take 
place with the considerable assistance of 
NPR – National Public Radio. I was lis-
tening to a news program that featured a 
story on sleep, more precisely the fact that 
Americans get too little of it. It was ironic 
because anyone who knows NPR knows 
that some of its programs are quite good at 
assisting sleep. 

Apparently, not getting enough sleep reduc-
es one’s ability to “introspect.” You read it 
right. Sleep deficit does not make you less 
introspective, rather it decreases your abil-
ity to introspect. Over the years, I may have 
become the poster boy for an inability to in-
trospect. Whether I sleep a little or a lot does 
not seem to matter. Contrary to what great 
minds might hold, the unexamined life often 
can be quite worth living.

Decisions, decisions. Decisions to write 
or not to write, to introspect or not. Not 
always easy to make. Not easy to make 
alone, maybe even harder in a group. I was 
at a meeting – meetings being second only 
to public radio for my word inspiration – 
where we were advised to “caucus out” an 
issue in order to resolve it. I was confused 
but went with the flow, not sure whether I 
was to caucus out an agreement, a solution 
to the problem, or just caucus myself out 
the door. I took the last option and left.

One of the best things about meetings is 
that they do end. Eventually. Fortunately, 
it’s not just all good things that must come 
to an end. Before meetings end, however, 
they often have breaks. If you’re lucky, lots 
of breaks. Coffee breaks, bathroom breaks, 
phone breaks and lunch breaks, to name a 
few.

During a lunch break, I picked up the lo-
cal paper and spotted some pretty people 
on the front page of the real estate section. 
They were planning a new restaurant, very 
fancy and very expensive restaurant, and 
one that I could likely not afford. Never-
theless, I had a slight positive feel about 
it because it would employ some of my 
fellow city residents, both in the build-
ing of the establishment and in its opera-
tion. The story said the restaurant would 
be “helmed” by a famous award-winning 
chef. Helm it, he would. Not run it, not 
manage it, not lead it, but helm it. I thought 
of the many institutions that touched me 
every day and wondered who helmed them 
all. I also wondered who helmed the gram-
mar schools that produced the writers who 
wrote such stories. Where is that Span-
ish human rights judge, Baltasar Garzón, 
the one who arrested Chilean dictator 
Pinochet? Where is he when we really 
need him? I don’t minimize torture and 
mass murder even if past administrations 
did. But couldn’t his honor spend a little 
time going after word crimes and crimes 
against grammar, syntax, clarity and com-
mon sense? Maybe he could do it while 
on vacation so that it would not take time 
away from serious human rights work.

But who am I kidding? We all know what 
the real word story is. You know and I know 
what we are avoiding, skirting and dancing 
around. It’s not human rights. In the words 
of political throat-slitter James Carville, “It’s 
the economy, stupid.” And so it is.

As a nation, we may have abdicated fiscal 
responsibility a decade or two ago. So long 
as the market rose, so long as we could bor-
row, so long as we had money on paper, 
we let too many high-priced hustlers con-
trol too much of the financial world. Worse 
than giving them control, we gave them 
respect. Respect and admiration. We made 
them our heroes and role models. That will 
be very hard to live down should we ever 
face up to it. We will likely be paying for it 
for quite a long time.

But forget the heavy-handed rant. You 
know where you stand on the issue and 
my words won’t change your mind. Let’s 
take a look at some of the vocabulary that 
propped up that phony economy.

When will the market “firm”? That’s right. 
Not when will it “be firm” or “get firm”, 
not even when will it “firm up.” Firm is 
how an all-news-all-the-time radio station 
posed the question in a spot about one of 
the dozens of mortgage companies that 
iced the American toboggan run to finan-
cial ruin. Exactly when the market will 
firm, God only knows. Hopefully before 
too many other adjectives try to become 
verbs. Please keep me firmly in the infor-
mation loop so I know when the firming 
occurs.

I suppose I should take a wider view of the 
economy if I am to survive these times. I at-
tended an affair at a New England univer-
sity that had a number of inspiring and as-
piring speakers. One of the first in line was 
a woman with the title “director of spiritual 
affairs.” How could I quarrel with that? Was 
she religious without being religious? Were 
the affairs she advocated romantic liaisons? 
Physical? Dangerous? To borrow, and to 
hopefully not bastardize too cruelly, that old 
song of The Supremes, “Baby, baby, where 
did our love (of language) go?” 
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Retreating once more to my radio, I heard more about the intersec-
tion of spiritual and economic affairs. I learned about what could 
be one of the few growth areas of the American economy – the 
emerging field of “spiritual capital.” In a land and time where most 
everything is for sale and everything has a price, where the market 
rules, and is worshiped, the emerging field of spiritual capital seems 
just the place to be.

I missed the real estate boom of the 1980s. I failed to buy dot.com 
or Enron stock when I might have made a killing. Then the whole 
thing came unglued. Maybe I’m not too late to get it right just once, 
to get in on the ground floor of the emerging field of “spiritual capi-
tal.”

What exactly is it? Something beyond the radio and TV preachers 
and Bible thumpers of bygone days? Hopefully. This was, afterall, 
public radio – sophisticated radio with sophisticated listeners inter-
ested in sophisticated spiritual capital.

By the way, I think I figured out why public radio is so influential. 
I heard one of the local advertisements, which are not really adver-
tisements, of course, because pubic 
radio does not allow advertisements. 
But regardless of what those com-
mercial sounding spots about busi-
nesses are, one featured an owner 
who said he liked having his com-
pany mentioned on public radio be-
cause the listeners are the “thought 
leaders” of the community. Thought 
leaders make for influence. 

But back to my point to the extent 
I retain one. What is this spiritual 
capital? Where do I find it? How do 
I get some, get in on it?

I spotted an article in the national paper of record explaining that 
yoga was being patented. Could that be “spiritual capital”?

Just because no one was smart enough to grab yoga in millennia 
past does not mean it should not be owned now. If life forms are 
for sale and can be patented, why not life-enriching yoga? Any-
body that says anything different is just trying to start class warfare, 
right? In your heart you know I’m right.

All this talk of sacred reminds me of a verb I came across, catechize, 
which apparently means to teach the principles of Christian dogma, 
discipline and ethics by means of questions and answers. A more 
secularized definition being “to question” or “examine closely or 
methodically.” Catechize me. I wonder if catechizing yields spiri-
tual capital. Maybe it’s old money, spiritual old money that is, as 
opposed to declassé new money spiritual capital. 

I wonder if public radio would consider offering the Baltimore Cat-
echism as a reward for contributions, if it is still in print, that is.

Maybe we could “dry run” the idea. That’s a snazzy new verb phrase 
made up of a word (dry) that was usually an adjective but some-
times a verb, combined with a word (run) that was usually a verb al-
though sometimes a noun as in the old usage of “dry run.” That run 
was more like a ski run. (With me so far?) Now the old usual verb, 
sometimes noun (run), has been combined with and modified by 
the adjective (dry) and they have been born again as a verb phrase. 
(Stay with me just a little longer.) Maybe if I mentioned how the 
new creature was used, things would be slightly clearer. Someone 
was testing new airplanes. Instead of the old familiar use, e.g., give 
the planes a “dry run”, they were now “dry running” the planes. So 
if you have a brilliant new idea, and you’re wondering what to do 
with it, why not try “dry running” it?
 
Maybe that 1960s advice, “go with the flow,” would help make 
sense of things. Back then the flow was more spiritual. These days 
the flow is fast and strong but it’s “cash flow,” or at least was until 
recently. My problem is that even in the boom times – which have 
now gone kaboom – my cash flow was always feeble and frequently 
interrupted. Somewhere there must have been a kink in the money 
hose, a leak in the pipe or a dam in my cash stream. It’s now almost 

completely stopped.

I try to go with the flow because the 
last thing I want to do is “big foot” 
you. That’s an old adjective/noun 
combo that has convinced itself 
that it is a verb phrase. It apparently 
means to take over from someone, 
like in the story I heard about the 
FBI trying not to “big foot” the lo-
cal cops by squeezing them out of 
an important crime investigation the 
locals had begun. No big footing al-
lowed. Not there. Not here.

Whoa! Hold on, partner. Easy, big fella. Slow down. Just like in 
word columns of yesteryear, I have hit a point in Hi Ho Hiatus when 
I know it is time to end. Just like in past columns I don’t always 
know how. No spirit-calming path. No enlightenment or epiphany. 

So like those past times when I had written myself into a corner or 
to the edge of a cliff, I will draw on two of the most useful words 
in the mother tongue. The words you learned in the first comic strip 
or story you read, and in the first cartoon or western you ever saw: 
THE END.

Michael J. Carroll (MCarroll@clsphila.org) is a public interest attorney 
and member of the Editorial Board of The Philadelphia Lawyer.
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