
Dear Peter: 
 
   The presidential debate this week, south of the border, reminded me of one of my favourite 
memories with regard to fairness and decency in modern day politics and the exercise of 
leadership and authority in general.  Back in 2008 and at a campaign townhall, a women 
supporter spoke to Senator John McCain who was in the midst of the presidential race against 
Barack Obama.   
    As you will remember she said the following: “I can’t trust Obama.  I have read about him.  
He’s an Arab.”  John McCain took the microphone back from her and replied: “No mam.  He’s a 
decent family man, citizen, that I just happen to have disagreements with on fundamental issues 
and that’s what this campaign is all about.” If you play the recording back you can hear 
expressions of shock and surprise as he spoke these words.  He then went on to say: “First of all, 
I want to be President of the United States and obviously I do not want Senator Obama to be but 
I have to tell you he is a decent person ... I want everyone to be respectful and that’s the way 
politics should be conducted in America.” 
    It was incredible to hear those words in that context.  Millions and millions of dollars would 
have been poured into McCain’s campaign and the women’s words would have played out so 
well to a certain segment of the voting population at that moment but he didn’t hesitate for a 
second to draw the conversation back to a profound and inspiring level of fairness and decency.  
He wanted to win that election but he wasn’t prepared to do so at the cost of the truth and his 
own sense of integrity. My God, how desperately far things have fallen in some quarters from 
that shining example of how politics should be conducted in any country or community! 
    We can all name the kinds of characteristics that strong leaders need to possess: the ability to 
connect to people’s hopes and dreams, the skills to articulate a compelling vision for the future 
and the courage and tenacity to inspire and convince others to follow on that journey as well. 
When all these things are combined with fairness, decency, self-sacrifice and a passion for 
justice then leadership is one of the most powerful forces for good.  We can think of people like 
Mahatma Gandhi, Mother Teresa, Nelson Mandela, Martin Luther King Jr., Tommy Douglas, 
Terry Fox, Malala Yousafzai and John Lewis as prime examples of this.  When fairness, 
decency, self-sacrifice, and justice are absent, on the other hand, then leadership will often 
operate at the other end of the spectrum and the results are almost always disastrous. 
    We are just over a week away from the Thanksgiving weekend and even in the midst of this 
pandemic many of us have so much to be thankful for. One of the most meaningful and life-
giving ways that we could give thanks this year is to take a few moments to reflect upon how the 
qualities of fairness and decency are rooted in the lives that we lead and what are the ways we 
need to nurture, encourage and uphold these gifts in the lives of the people around us.   
 
Michael Bird 
Barry’s Bay, Ontario    
  
     
     
 


