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We live in difficult times—not because the stock market or housing values have materially declined—with a sense of capitulation and panic in the air.  No, the times are difficult because we seem to have lost the capacity to know and learn from history, and to apply basic concepts of economics or finance.  We also seem to have little sense of personal responsibility for the problems or for implementing solutions.  The “we” I will discuss is all of us ---not some other person or politician or regulator in some capital city.  You and I are a key part of the “we” I will discuss. 
I do not fail to see the great harm to both individuals and to our community of the significant decline in asset values.  The pain and impact on many good people is real.  The uncertainty of not knowing when it will stop—well that makes the pain even worse.  We as a community must step up to help those most in pain—the many good folks with no safety nets and no self-capacity to come back from a personal deep abyss. 
How did we get here? There are many culprits. My list of eleven symptoms would include:  
1. Subprime mortgage loans --with no or very little down payments and little or no documentation, and with teaser low initial rates of interest,   
2. Securitization of those loans, and “sales folks” without a clue what was and is in these complex securities, who were incented to sell and immediately pass on the complex risks of these loans,
3. Insurance (called swaps) of those securitized loans without the traditional reserves and regulation of insurance, 
4. Investment bankers who traded and purchased these loans at historically staggering rates of leverage/debt, 
5. A Federal Reserve System that focused on economic growth and kept interest rates excessively low for way too long, 
6. Leaders in Washington who did not understand the “unintended consequences” of the “good deed” of pushing Fannie and Freddie to purchase more and more weak loans---to stimulate home ownership in modest income communities,
7. Trade policies leading to a flood of low cost goods and a resulting flood of Asian profits/cash flow into asset and commodity markets around the world,
8. No real energy policy other than keep importing oil,  
9. Tax policy that ignored growing government debt,
10. Education policy designed not by master teachers but by political groups, and 
11. Corporate leaders----with short-term focus and misaligned compensation systems.  
You may have a list that is different and equally correct.  Time and economic historians will debate the issues for decades.  We, as a country, are now seeing these issues much more clearly in the light of failure and 20-20 hindsight, and likely will work to put each behind us.  Never make a long-term bet against this great economic machine called the USA.  It is interesting that the dollar is showing positive moves and foreign funds are now starting to move back into the dollar and short-term treasuries---the world thinks of us a safe haven in tough times.  
Note that I call my list a list of “symptoms.”  I believe the underlying causes are more limited and still need resolution so we do not go there again. 
I put forth that the following real macro long-term concerns--- needing focus in education of all and especially our children. 
· First, is our failure as a collection of individuals to educate ourselves and our children on four key proven lessons of economics and finance---
· business cycles are a key part of economic life and have not/will not disappear, 
· risk-return trade-offs are alive and always at work, 
· cash is king, and 

· deferred gratification is beneficial.

· Second, is our belief in the blame game—when things go wrong who can you and I blame?  Do I blame the government, the President and/or the Congress?  Do I blame big business?  Do I blame the system of education?  There must be some other person or group to blame----lets find them and punish them and then there will be justice and no further problems.  
Many folks did act in ignorance, negligence, and /or greed.  Individuals and institutions will be found accountable and pay steep prices, while others will quietly slip into history. However, more importantly----we need to look very carefully in the mirror and accept personal responsibility for our failures---to teach our children the lesson of admitting fault as a key first step to resolution.  We failed to ask difficult questions of our leaders and ourselves.  We especially failed as a country and as individuals to say---, “I do not understand this ‘stuff’ and we need to stop the train until I learn”.
Let me focus on two very specific things we can all do— for sure not easy things but things needing your help and my help. 
Every day, and in every way we can, we need to individually and collectively educate all young folks on how to take personal responsibility for both running this economy, and for running their personal finances.  Help them to understand basic personal economics –to understand the need to plan and execute with intense discipline a program of saving and frugal spending.  Help them to know that it is more important to make a difference for someone than it is to accumulate the most things of transient value.  Help the next generation to understand that setting aside real savings/investments will help give you the option in life to say “no” when a boss asks you to “go into the gray just this one time”. 
Every day, and in many ways, we need to take some level of personal responsibility to spend some time and effort in helping to impact the way we run and pay for our economy and for our government.  Stop the blame game and start the involvement process. 
I remember a great sermon where the pastor announced that “they” moved out of town.  He sadly also announced that “somebody else” had left town.  Since both “somebody else” and “they” had left town, it was up to us to make a difference in the lives of others. 
Tomorrow morning wake up knowing that your help and caring service can make a difference in many real lives---go find the place to be a servant leader and start the change process.  
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