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The best little outhouse in Western Maryland remains in active use, testament to loo’s labor dug and the grandfather clause.

“Class” describes the camo-colored porta-pot, though admittedly, the term is relative. Pulling open the spring-loaded door that squeaks a rusty hymn, celebrant of the constitutional rite enters a vestibule scented clean by mothballs. A vase with silk flowers and a candle in the corner hint of a feminine touch. Upon assuming the throne, though, the male influence is unmistakable. Posters and bumper stickers speak to Marines, beer babes, union labor and Frostburg Derby Day. Playboy cartoon pinups add a dash of tasteful erotica, while a Jeff Gordon bumper sticker in the urinal betrays the owners’ NASCAR sentiments. Pea-sized bullet holes of unrecorded history afford a peep-hole view of the outside world.

While Tom’s Savage River outhouse offers fine accommodations in Mountain Maryland, drop it among the tony confines of Bethesda or Potomac in that other world known as Montgomery County, and it would be downright pedestrian.

Last Thursday The Washington Post carried a front-page article titled, “Flush With Success and Looking to Spend.” One’s first thought, of course, is why do they capitalize “With” but not “and” and “to”? Because they’re the Post, and that means never having to explain yourself, even when you editorialize in favor of a war of choice, and lack the integrity and guts to retract the embarrassment.

But I digress.

Other issues arise upon reading the story, which talks about how the wealthiest residents of the Washington region have “pimped out” and “hedonized” their bathrooms – from Tunisian mosaic tile and antique floors recovered from French chateaus, to $600 faucets and $29,000 tubs. 

One guy spent $120,000 renovating his bathroom. That’s more than a whole lot of nice homes back here. He watches “The Today Show” on a plasma TV while reclining in his Jacuzzi. “The floors are heated marble,” he told the reporter, whipping out his assets for all the world to eye in wonder. “The shower’s got a heated mirror.”

The guy’s toilet operates by a control panel that offers three different jet streams to cleanse the toochus, as well as the de-rigueur derriere dryer. He sets the temperature for the toilet seat and can activate an automatic room deodorizer.

And I thought their stuff didn’t stink.

Ironically, the jump page for the toilet story shared space with a report on the death of Enron founder Ken Lay, son of an itinerant preacher who rose from poverty to swindle thousands of their life savings so that he could live in luxury.

I don’t believe in a vengeful God, but Kenny Boy fits the yellow-heart category in my onion-skin view of the afterlife. Good souls rise largely intact, having added to the yield of love in life, with but a few thin layers pealed for the stains of this world. Grand souls like Mother Teresa rise wholly unblemished. The spiritually challenged, though, shed all but that small golden core beyond man’s ability to corrupt.

Sunday before last, pigs sprouted wings and I found myself where earth meets sky at St. Ann Church in Grantsville, as Father Ed Hendricks celebrated Mass with his usual grace and insight. Unfortunately, the night before was Saturday eve in the run-up to the Fourth, so that my bleary-morning mind could retain only one liturgical detail. Thus, all I can recall of Father Ed’s sermon is the peace I felt upon hearing it.

However, I did manage to remember one of the readings from the Second Letter of Paul to the Corinthians, chapter eight, for it struck a chord that spoke to tax cuts for the wealthy, and echoed anew as I read later in the week of $10,000 potties.

“He who gathered much had not too much, nor he who gathered little, too little.”

It doesn’t say that you can’t have rich and poor. They exist as surely as some species thrive and others struggle. What Paul posits, though, is that there must be balance in the scheme; that there is such a thing as excessive wealth. 

Oddly enough, one of the richest men in America recently demonstrated historic charity when Warren Buffett donated $30 billion to the Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation. My issue arises with those who would spend $120,000 on a bathroom and sleep soundly because they gave five grand to charity as a tax writeoff.

I wonder, as those denizens of the nation’s capital seek out solid-gold bathroom fixtures to proclaim the value of their lives, if they ever pause to consider whether “five shower heads, four body sprays, instant steam … and portable speakers connected to a wireless iPod transmitter” is, maybe, too much? And do they ever recognize among those of the lowly milieu, some who have too little?

Probably not. Gave at the office. Sold their soul there too.

Last week the Times-News ran an AP story about the growing ranks of those who are losing pace in the current economy. With gas prices high and interest rates climbing, ever more Americans fall deeper in debt. The gap widens, the bubble walls grow thinner, and I mourn an America that would countenance tax policies that birth wretched excess in an era of declining support for the downtrodden.

I don’t have all that I want, but I have most of what I need, and a hell of a lot more than many. This majority-Christian nation cannot shine as a light unto the world if we the people forsake the lesser among us, both at home and abroad…

