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Decriminalizing the potentially life-saving strips is 
needed but why did it take so long?

For too long, many believed that fentanyl wasn’t a 
Texas problem. “There’s no sense of urgency,” para-
medic Daniel Sledge complained to the Chronicle 
last year. As one of the people who saw the drug’s 
deadly impacts on the state, he knew better than 
most the damage the potent, highly addictive drug 
could do.

But his efforts to save people, many of whom 
weren’t even aware they had ingested fentanyl, were 
hampered by the state’s own underfunded lifesaving 
drug overdose treatments and restrictive policy that 
demonized fentanyl testing strips as illegal “drug 
paraphernalia.”

Now, as fentanyl deaths rise in the state and nation, 
Gov. Greg Abbott finally seems to have woken up to 
the reality of the crisis.

Though he’s touted his $4 billion-and-counting 
Operation Lone Star as a response to the deadly wave, 
he’s historically eschewed the changes that harm-re-
duction advocates say could make an immediate 
difference on the streets, including decriminalizing 
testing strips that would help users confirm whether 
fentanyl is in other drugs they buy.

“I was not in favor of it last session,” Abbott admit-
ted after a visit to the University of Houston, where 
researchers have developed a vaccine that could po-
tentially inoculate people against the effects of syn-
thetic opioids, according to the Texas Tribune.

But times have changed — and lives have been 
lost, including 1,672 Texans in 2021, according to 
the state’s estimates. “There’s going to be a movement 
across the state to make sure we do everything that 
we can to protect people from dying from fentanyl, 
and I think test strips will be one of those ways,” he 
said.

We hope he’s right, and we applaud the governor’s 
change of heart. It may indeed save lives. As many as 
half of overdose deaths are due to drugs laced with 
fentanyl without the users’ knowledge, according to 
a 2019 estimate from the Centers for Disease Control 
and Prevention.

But how many lives could have been saved already 
in Texas if the governor hadn’t resisted the test-strip 
solution in the first place? Parents who have lost 
children in this crisis should be asking that question. 
Abbott’s about-face, welcome as it is, is just another 
example of our state leaders rejecting science and the 
advice of health advocates until the political winds 
are favorable to such changes.

It’s the same thing we’re hearing now from Re-
publican lawmakers who are signaling that they’re 
ready to consider adding some nuance to the state’s 
extreme abortion ban after so many instances of 
women imperiled as doctors weighed what kind of 
intervention was needed with what was still allowed 
under the law.

Why does it take carnage and suffering and trage-
dies ripping through families for Texas leaders to see 
the wisdom in policies that have been no-brainers in 
other states for years?

Sadly, we know the answer. In our state, top Re-
publicans don’t make policies based on what can
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Abbott’s about-face 
on fentanyl issue 
could save lives

For the next few weeks, 
Washington faces a brief, and 
important, window of op-
portunity. Suspended in time 
between an election that’s 
just over and another that’s 
already starting, the lame 
duck session of Congress has 
a critical question to answer.

Are the legislators capable 
of performing the job they 
were actually elected to do? 
Can they put politics aside 
and take action that’s vital to 
the national interest? Can a 
lame duck quack?

“We are going to try to 
have as productive a lame-
duck session as possible,” 
vowed Chuck Schumer, the 
Senate majority leader, at a 
post-election press confer-
ence. “It’s going to be heavy 
work, long hours to try and 
get much done.”

Lame ducks can be unusu-
ally fruitful, in part because 
retiring members are freed 
from crippling political con-
straints and want to make a 
final mark before departing 
Congress. This year, the in-
centives for action are am-
plified by the election results, 
which produced a classic 
recipe for paralysis come 
January. Each chamber will 
be run by a different party, 
and both leaders will oper-
ate with exceedingly narrow 
margins. 

Moreover, presidential 
politics will quickly pick 
up steam in the new year. 
Donald Trump has already 
announced his bid for a sec-
ond term, and other GOP 
hopefuls are tentatively start-

ing to travel to early primary 
states. While Joe Biden has 
not made a final decision, all 
indications point to another 
run. 

So before electoral ma-
neuvering consumes the 
capital, lawmakers need to 
focus on, well, making laws. 
And actually, they’re off to a 
good start. A bill that would 
codify the right to same-sex 
and interracial marriage is 
moving toward passage with 
the support of 12 Republican 
Senators. 

Strikingly, three of them 
are retiring and are less be-
holden to the party’s hard-
right base: Roy Blunt of Mis-
souri, Rob Portman of Ohio 
and Richard Burr of North 
Carolina. In addition, five 
of the GOP renegades are 
women: Joni Ernst of Iowa, 
Lisa Murkowski of Alaska, 
Susan Collins of Maine, Shel-
ley Moore Capito of West 

Virginia and Cynthia Lum-
mis of Wyoming. 

Historically, female sena-
tors from both parties have 
been more willing than their 
male colleagues to work 
across partisan lines. Hope-
fully this nascent Reality 
Caucus can be energized to 
focus on other issues, start-
ing with a measure to fund 
the government before it 
runs out of money on Dec. 
16. 

President Biden has also 
asked for nearly $40 billion 
in aid for Ukraine and $9 
billion worth of COVID-19 
funding, but the Democrats 
can’t get too greedy and bring 
the whole package crashing 
down  — a real possibility. 
Their priority should be aid-
ing Ukraine now, since the 
Republicans who will control 
the House in January keep 
expressing misguided skep-
ticism about writing “blank 
checks” to support Kyiv’s war 
efforts.

“In fact, the costs of stop-
ping Mr. Putin’s attempt to 
redraw the map by force are 
far smaller than the costs of 
letting him get away with it,” 
warns a persuasive Washing-
ton Post editorial. “Failing 
to face Kremlin aggression 
would encourage more of 
the same, and the United 
States has already seen how 
such conflict can inflict pain 
on average Americans.”

The other major focus 
of the lame-duck session 
should be another fiscal in-
flection point: raising the na-
tional debt level, which is due 

to hit its current ceiling in the 
middle of next year. Again, 
irresponsible Republicans 
are making noises about us-
ing the debt crunch to exact 
concessions from the Biden 
administration, a dangerous 
and cynical strategy that can 
be thwarted by action now, 
while Democrats still control 
both chambers. 

That would be a heavy 
legislative lift, but one the 
Reality Caucus should un-
derstand is essential. As 
budget expert Peter Orszag 
wrote in the Post, “Any Dem-
ocrats averse to taking such 
a painful vote now should 
consider how much leverage 
their party will lose once Re-
publicans control the House  
— and how much higher the 
risk of default will be then. 
It’s generally not a good idea 
to enter a negotiation with 
a ticking time bomb and a 
counterparty willing to let it 
go off.”

A final priority: passing 
legislation that would clar-
ify election rules and block 
the sort of devious efforts 
Republicans employed after 
the 2020 balloting to deny 
Biden’s rightful victory. Yes, 
election deniers absorbed 
major setbacks at the polls 
this year, but the dangers 
to democracy still lurk out 
there, especially if the next 
presidential election is as 
close as the last two. 

So Congress, do your job. 
Don’t just make speeches or 
recite slogans; solve prob-
lems. That’s not too much 
to ask.

Can a lame duck still quack?

On Thanksgiving Day, 
a Catholic priest from 
Nigeria was praising God 
for the opportunity to be 
in the United States. At a 
Catholic church in low-
er Manhattan, hidden in 
between courthouses and 
the New York Police De-
partment headquarters, 
the Nigerian priest told us 
about his seminary class-
mate of his who is missing 
and assumed dead and 
about a village of Chris-
tians recently wiped out 
by Islamic terrorists in his 
home country. Be grateful 
for America and for free-
dom, he insisted. It was 
a needed reality check. 
With all this country’s 
challenges, we Americans 
are still blessed. 

During one of the first 
days of Advent, I came 
across a meditation from 
Father Alfred Delp in 
the book “Advent of the 
Heart: Seasonal Sermons 
and Prison Writings 1941-
1944.” While imprisoned 
by the Nazis, the Jesuit 
priest managed to write 
(and have smuggled out) 
some of the most peace-
filled thoughts, drawing 

us beyond current evils, 
even in the midst of them. 

Delp writes “(M)an 
must notice and feel that 
the longing for sun, for 
happiness, is only the 
foreground; that it is his 
affliction to hunger for 
something more ... There 
is no earthly event, pow-
er, or love that can bring 
peace to man’s heart.” 

Advent is the time be-
fore Christmas to prepare 
spiritually for the memo-
rial of the incarnation of 
God as a human in the 

form of Jesus Christ. In 
another meditation from 
prison, Delo emphasiz-
es God’s promise that he 
comes and to heal and 
save. Mankind’s challenge, 
he says, is “to take this 
God seriously.” He quotes 
Romans 15:13: “that you 
may overflow with hope.” 
He says: “A person filled 
with confidence in God 
will profit from this tie 
and stand up to the test.” 

So much, Delp says, is 
about humility. “We need 
to fold our hands again, 
and bend our knees and 
bow our egos in adoration 
before God, so that His 
salvation can be effective 
in us and make us capa-
ble of being called and 
touched by Him.” 

Being in actual pris-
on gave Delp a new per-
spective from which to 
speak with fierce credibil-
ity about the tendency of 
the person of faith to get 
caught up in the self-de-
pendency and pride 
that Western culture has 
promoted in pursuit of 
worldly happiness and 
security, forgetting that 
there is more to life. 

We are being called to 
something deeper. News-
paper businessman Jimmy 
Lai is in prison in Hong 
Kong today, refusing to 
plead guilty to trumped up 
charges seeking to silence 
his words about the cruel-
ty of the Chinese regime. 
He said in an interview 
with Francis X. Maier for 
the Napa Institute: “When 
you lift yourself above 
your own self-interest, 
you find the meaning of 
life.” A British citizen, he 
had opportunities to leave 
Hong Kong, but he said: “I 
am what I am. I am what 
I believe. I cannot change 
it. And if I can’t change it, 
I have to accept my fate 
with praise.”

Not unlike that mis-
sionary priest from Nige-
ria wanting us to see how 
blessed we are here, Lai 
knows he owes all that is 
good in his life to God. 
Like Delp in that Nazi 
prison, Lai in prison to-
day is freer than most of 
us. On the outside, buying 
and stressing and some-
what utterly distracted, 
we have a lot to learn from 
them.

Examples for the Advent season
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