
By Mike Earnest

As a physician I am sworn to do no harm and to 
protect faithfully my patients? health and lives. As a 
person who deeply felt called to be a physician I was 
blessed to practice my profession for over f if ty years. 
In that t ime, as I saw thousands of patients, helping 
some, losing some, I was always in awe of the 
goodness, courage and power of the human spirit of 
the people I served.

In that same epoch I also observed the demise or 
dramatic reduction in many diseases within our 
society. Polio, the crippling scourge of children and 
teens as I grew up, has been eradicated. Measles, 
mumps and whooping cough are very uncommon 
now. Malaria, cholera, typhoid ? fearful kil lers in my 
parents? generation ? now almost unheard of in the 
US.

All of those diseases have been controlled by 
widespread public heath work, including 
immunizations, clean water, public sanitation, and, 
when needed, local epidemic control.

But recently President Trump announced a new, 
deadly epidemic ? The Opioid Epidemic. A very 
appropriate action, in my view, based on the death 
statistics across the US that indicate about 60,000, 
yes, 60,000, people will die this year from an opioid 
overdose. A sharply increasing toll over the last f ive 
years. The president?s declaration should free up 
resources nationwide to help states and local 
communities deal with their local crises. (Assuming 
that federal government actions and funding follow 
the dramatic declaration.)

At the same time President Trump has not 
addressed, nor even publicly admitted to another 
nationwide epidemic ? deaths and injury from gun 
violence. (Many of you know that gun violence 
prevention has been a recent passion of mine.) That 
epidemic has led to at least 30,000 deaths almost 
every year for the last decade. Total deaths rose to 
38,000 in 2016 according to a Centers for Disease 
Control report cited in a recent Denver Post article 
(http:/ / dpo.st/ 2Ap0K9W).

Gun violence is a longstanding national tragedy and 
disgrace.

But I am not writ ing to demand our President and 
our nation must deal with both epidemics ? although, 
I believe he/we should. I am more concerned today 
about the deeper causes of both of these horrifying 
national disorders ? opioid use and gun violence.

In my view, perhaps naïve, such rising causes of 
violent injury and death ref lect a broad social, 
emotional il lness of our nation. Consider especially 
the truth that a death from an opioid overdose is from 
a self-administered drug, the deadly overdose 
probably unintended, but may be intended in some 
cases. And consider that about two-thirds of 
gun-related deaths in the US are due to suicide - 
almost 80%  in Colorado. It seems to me that both 
epidemics ref lect an overwhelming despair of the 
many people who become the victims of a lethal 
overdose or of a lethal self-inf l icted gunshot. And the 
additional gun deaths in domestic violence, mass 
shootings and street kil l ing, totaling about thirty 
percent of US gun deaths, ref lect deep anger and 
social, human life nihil ism of the shooters.

I am not a social scientist nor wise analyst of 
societal il ls. But it does seem to me that we as 
cit izens should loudly, as modern-day prophets, shout 
?Stop!? We should ask ourselves and our neighbors 
?What is wrong with us? Why are we kil l ing ourselves 
and each other? What can we do to end the carnage in 
our homes and streets??

More guns and more drugs are not an option! They 
will just lead to more death.

We should speak out in our families, our 
neighborhoods, our social groups and churches. 
Search for a deeper understanding of what is going 
on, and what can we do to help ourselves, our 
neighbors and our nation. We all are suffering. We all 
need each other. And, as a person of faith, I believe 
we need the guidance and grace that comes from a 
living relationship with the eternally loving, caring 
Spirit at the heart of our universe.

Two modern US epidemics? Signs of  a lethal  i l lness of  our nat ional  spiri t?
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