Views of a Past President: Why are so few willing to Step Forward and Lead?

By Dr. James Allen, Past President, Kentucky Dental Association
Have you noticed that there are fewer and fewer in attendance at local dental meetings?  Have you noticed the drop of attendance at state and national dental meetings?  Have you noticed that there are continually fewer dentists willing to serve in organized dentistry as leaders and as followers?  Have you noticed that all of these problems are the same in government, church, community and other organizations around you?  Why do you think this is so?  Why are fewer willing to step forward and lead and work?  Well, I’ve got my ideas about this and they are the gist of what I have to say in this article.
I believe we live in a first-person society.  The active thought pattern is one of “I, me, mine”, as opposed to the collective concern of “our.”  “If what is being done is not just for me, then why do I want to waste my time working on it?”, seems to be the operative question.  This thinking offers a very selfish and self-centered point of view and is crippling to a society dependent on self-sacrifice for the better of the whole.  Yes, we live only to think about ourselves and not for the betterment of the collective “all”, and that is a big part of the problem.  So what is the answer?  The real answer is that everyone needs to get involved by leading, participating, and belonging to organized dentistry, as well as doing the same for our churches, communities, governmental bodies, and social institutions.  We need to once again take a “hands-on” approach.  If we do not take this step, we as a society are on our way to chaos and ultimate destruction.  Thomas Jefferson said it best when he spoke about the founding documents he was penning for our new fledgling country, the USA.   Jefferson’s remarks were and I paraphrase, “If you wish anarchy to rule, then all one has to do is to ignore his responsibilities of leadership and ownership.”  Are we abdicating our country and dooming it and future generations to destruction by not taking ownership and by being unwilling to lead or participate?  
When I was a child in elementary school we were taught to honor our flag via our daily reciting of the “Pledge of Allegiance”.  We also had daily prayer.  But today none of that exists in our schools.  We were taught manners, respect for the elderly and we understood these societal needs.  Today, none of this is revered - our only concern is for “I, me, and mine.”  Back then, it was believed that patriotism was right and it was expected of each of us.  Everyone knew of at least one family member who had been killed in the war.  We all saw the flag-draped coffins, and we knew that these individuals had died for everyone’s freedom.  
Today, we seem to be drifting back to the Vietnam era’s thinking, when my fellow countrymen jeered and spat on us as we returned from war.  Thus, part of the lack of involvement is our shortage of “pride in country”, also called patriotism.  One has to take ownership in order to take pride. 

And still another element promoting our lack of involvement is the virtual ignorance of our own history, especially how, when and why this USA came into being.  Livy (an ancient Greek philosopher and historian) made the statement in his writings of 5000+ years ago, which were repeated in Toynbee’s History books of today.  What Livy said was that “if one does not know history, then he is due to repeat history” and this is so very true.  Are we so illiterate of history at this point and time that we will have to repeat the founding of the USA, once again?  I hope not.  
To this end, I am writing so we might change our ways and make an effort to understand our history, our heritage and what is necessary to sustain this great country in today’s world.  What happened to “Duty, Honor, and Country”?  What has happened to “professionalism, respect, and honesty”?    All of these virtues require leadership, integrity, skill, and dedication.  It is not enough just to sit on the sidelines and let this great profession, which you and I enjoy, just go by the boards by default.  We must step up and lead by example and by fact.  Show all the young eyes that watch your every move how it is done.  Set the example!  I believe it was Pompeii who was about to lead his Roman Legions on a great campaign against Syracuse, and who gathered his Commanders together to outline his strategy and each of their responsibilities.  At the end of the presentation he looked each one of them in the eyes and said “you can do this, you must do this for Rome.”  Next, he asked a question of each of his leaders, knowing what had to be done in this coming engagement, “If not you, then who will lead?”  “If not you, who will guarantee the win?”  I am asking you the same question - are you ready to lead, are you ready to defend and help this great profession to prosper?  You need to volunteer or when asked, agree to serve willingly – you are important and an essential part of this battle.

I have spoken mostly about your need to lead the profession and I’ve lightly hit on what needs to happen in our communities and our nation.  Let us speak about our community schools, which it seems are being “dumbed down “, if you will.  By the sheer fact that you and I have a doctorate degree, we are looked to as having some of the best “gray matter” in our community; therefore, we must be prepared to use it for the betterment of our family, friends, and patients.  It is expected that we will help lead our community.  That can come about in a myriad of ways, some examples are serving as Mayor,  Councilman, a bank board member, a volunteer fire fighter, a member of the military reserve or guard, an Elder or Deacon or as head of a hospital board.  You and I are expected to participate, to lead in these and all areas.  By doing so, you will ensure that the freedom of this country is maintained and that you will be free to practice dentistry /medicine the way it should be.  
You must lead the community’s school system back to the proper teaching of history, civics, math, English and geography.  Have you ever watched the “Late Show” with Jay Leno?  He does a thing on that show that is really revealing about our education system of today.  This segment is called “Jay Walking.”   He asks people on the street in California simple questions about history, civics, current events, etc., and the answers that they give are absolutely astounding.  He interviews college students and professors and asks them simple questions, like who was President of the USA in the Civil War?  Or who is President today?  Or why do we honor the dead of 911?  He gets crazy answers, like Al Gore is President today or 911 is what you call to report a death.  These poor souls have no clue when it comes to these subjects.  So our school systems need to have real leadership reactivated once again, and as a leader you need to hold the educators’ feet to the fire until things change for the better.  When someone comments about the decline of our country, we need to stand up and shout them down with the real facts.  We are and have been the most generous country in the history of the world.  We need to make sure today’s children understand this.  As well, they need to understand why the USA was settled (and that was not so we could steal the land from the Indians).  Our ancestry came here for freedom from oppression, debtor prisons, religion and unfair taxation.  Our children need to know about the rest of the world and about other nations and their histories.  They need to know about the "have nots" always wanting what the “haves” possess and that the “haves” were not given these things, but worked hard to earn them.  They need to know that the USA is a Republic, not a true democracy (the only true democracies were the Greek city-states).  
As a leader in your community you need to get involved in little league, Big Brothers Big Sisters, scouts, church choir, etc.  We need to be ever diligent that we teach citizenship, responsibilities, national pride and why leading, volunteering and pride are good things.  Don’t let anyone tell you that the USA is not an honorable, generous, benevolent and kind giant.  We make the decisions that other, weaker nations don’t want to make.  We do spend our treasure to uphold our beliefs in the world, but we foremost do this to better the world and thereby better ourselves.  An English Prime Minister named Neville Chamberlain believed as many do today – that if we just make nice and let the despots of the world do what they want, then they will leave us alone.  Well, he was dead wrong and Hitler was emboldened so much by this show of weakness that he eventually declared war on England.  Chamberlain was wrong then and now, just as others before him in history who have tried appeasement have been wrong in using this crazy philosophy.  One cannot just sit back and let trouble pass them by, one must get involved and lead—set the tempo of the future.  We are a great Republic, not just a flash in the world’s history as have been all socialistic moves of the past.   Remember the USSR? Didn’t it fall? We must maintain a strong defensive force in order to keep the world’s despots from our door.  The Cindy Sheehans of this world do not understand the reality of their position.  Remember what Teddy Roosevelt said about how to maintain world peace and our freedom, “Talk softly and carry a big stick.’  The Army, Navy and Air Force are our big stick.  If you clutter your house with kindling, sooner or later your house is going to burn to the ground.  Was Chicken Little right? Is the sky falling or is that just an alarmist who, seeing no leadership coming and in frustration, with no example to follow, acts on that frustration? 
Be a leader, be a joiner, save our profession, our country and our pride.  Make the difference and be all you can be!  Your family, your country, your profession and you will be better for it.  
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