
A Tale of Three Candidates: The Closing Argument for Steve Butz 
 

Adam M. Butz 
Assistant Professor, Public Policy and Urban Affairs 

California State University, Long Beach 
 

It’s become apparent throughout the campaign that only one candidate, Steve Butz, has 

the passion and perspective that will move the 81st District forward in the 21st Century.   

On one hand, Fred Wessels has had a venerable career in public service and would 

undoubtedly be a worthy ambassador for the 81st District, but he is arguably too established 

within stale political hierarchies that can’t react adequately to the dynamic societal and 

managerial challenges of contemporary public service. For instance, one prominent photo on 

Wessel’s campaign Facebook page features a posthumous endorsement from Albert “Red” Villa.  

Not exactly the type of updated vision and fresh perspective that the 81st District needs!  Wessels 

is literally graying in both age and outlook and will be a mere placeholder, not an effective agent 

for meaningful reform.  On the other hand, a youthful Adam Kustra is seeking support from the 

more activist “Bernie Sanders” or “Green” wing of the party, which much like the unsuccessful 

presidential contender, is struggling to move beyond ideological platitudes and progressive 

tribalism. It is one thing to vocalize about the inadequacies of systems of criminal justice, 

capitalism, and globalization, but quite another to formulate workable policy responses and seek 

broad-based consensus within the realities of Missouri’s relatively conservative political 

environment. Kustra’s style of progressivism demands ideological rigidity over shared 

diplomacy and triangulation, similar to the doctrinal right-wing posturing currently exuded by 

Missouri Republicans.  As a result, our representatives will continue (literally) yelling past each 

other and moving to respective corners. 

Steve Butz is uniquely positioned to bridge ideological and geographic divides in 

Jefferson City, while bringing a fresh, multi-faceted, and innovative governing approach.  He is a 

moderate in the smartest use of the word.  My Dad has worked tirelessly to inform himself on 

complex societal issues through reading voraciously and openly exposing himself to cross-

cutting messages and competing viewpoints.  In one week’s time, my Dad will read George 

McGovern’s “What it Means to be a Democrat”, David McCullough’s “John Adams”,  Hilfiker’s 

“Urban Injustice: How Ghettos Happen”, McWhorter’s “Losing the Race”, and C.S. Lewis’ 

“Mere Christianity”. On the occasion that he watches television, he flips among CNN, Fox 



News, MSNBC, and Al Jazeera, never marinating in confirmation bias for too long.  He gave up 

on Hannity when Colmes left.  His Netflix most watched list includes, “The Roosevelts”, “The 

Civil War”, “Best of Enemies”, and “Living on One Dollar”.  He directs me to interesting 

articles in the New York Times and Huffington Post as often as the Wall Street Journal and 

National Review.  In short, my Dad understands the multi-faceted nature of societal problems 

and can thus respond with more innovative, comprehensive policy responses.   

For instance, he understands that intransigent social ills, like crime and drug addiction, 

are likely symptoms of greater neighborhood dislocation and feelings of hopelessness as much as 

individual moral failings and deviant self-sabotage. Thus, smart, targeted investments in job 

training and workforce development, mentoring programs, financial literacy initiatives, treatment 

centers, gun buybacks, and economic development corridors can oftentimes pay greater 

dividends than merely adding police or more punitive social control measures.  He will dutifully 

consult experts and work to harness an effective integrative mix of government and markets to 

solve our pressing challenges.  He is guided more by a utility-maximizing governing philosophy 

of, “greatest good for the greatest number”, than wedded to false binaries about “more or less 

government” always being superior in every single context. Working in both urban and rural 

settings, my Dad understands the unique challenges faced by these similarly underserved and 

underdeveloped areas, and he will provide the necessary diplomatic dialogue to bridge vast 

urban-rural divides.  In the course of a single day, my Dad might be seen volunteering in an 

inner-city food pantry and stacking hay in a rural barn. He understands that the alienation and 

shared challenges of rural and urban communities mirror each other in many ways. This type of 

rare enlightened, cross-geographic perspective is essential in a divided Jeff City.  He can meet 

the MO Republican supermajority on a more equal plane, pressing their inconsistencies and 

intransigence with greater effectiveness than either Wessels or Kustra can provide.   

Another underappreciated aspect of my Dad’s candidacy is his ability to connect with and 

integrate the growing diversity of the 81st District. Take one quick glance at the Facebook 

campaign pages of the three candidates. My Dad’s is the only one featuring the full cultural 

tapestry of the district. He is seeking genuine broad-based inclusion, while Fred Wessels offers 

dusty myopic vision and Adam Kustra cloisters with the ideological choir. My Dad could have 

easily taken flight to the comfortable, homogenous suburban cul-de-sacs along with thousands of 

other white middle-class families, but instead he chose to stay and help strengthen a teetering 



city landscape, rapidly losing population, industry and resources. That takes courage and 

compassion. At first blush, some might perceive my Dad as elitist racquet clubs, pressed 

Dockers, and Holly Hills opulence, disconnected from the concerns of distressed and more 

diverse areas of the district, but that could not be further from the truth.  He exudes a posture of 

curious cultural exploration and mutual understanding, and will be a strong representative voice 

for all constituents, from small business owners, first responders, and educators to labor interests, 

homeless veterans, and disconnected youth.   

While remaining an active member of the Catholic Church, he regularly exposed us to 

Jewish, Lutheran, and Baptist services, along with churches in low-income, disproportionately 

minority parts of the city. He openly invited African American and Latino players from the 

neighborhood to join our CYC teams.  He assisted impoverished, oftentimes minority members 

of St. Anthony’s with locating employment and affordable transportation options. He encouraged 

me to join racially diverse sports teams at the Boys Club of St. Louis.  Indeed, I was the only 

white player on the select Boys Club basketball team in the early 90s and those remain the most 

significant and enlightening years of my life in many ways.  My Dad opened his home to Chilean 

refugees fleeing the brutal dictatorship of Augusto Pinochet.  His closest immigrant friend, Pat 

Gonzalez, has taken ownership of the Christian Cleaning Company janitorial service, while his 

children have achieved success in dentistry and healthcare fields.  My Dad speaks conversational 

Spanish and provides genuine outreach to the growing Latino community in South City.  He has 

hired Bosnian insurance agents during periods of European terroristic hysteria.  Always paying a 

much higher wage than commanded by the market or offered by competitors. A belief not only 

in the intrinsic dignity of work, but that labor should be rewarded and encouraged with enough 

income to pay the bills and have something left over for savings and security. Creating and 

expanding opportunities for others, especially those on the margins of society, sits at the heart of 

my Dad’s ethos, and he will bring that servant-minded leadership with entrepreneurial and 

innovative administrative approaches to Jeff City!  Never about a handout but a hand-up – 

understanding that there must an accessible ladders to climb and opportunities to be grasped.   

These varied experiences and selfless role modeling ultimately led me to pursue an 

academic path in public affairs and public policy, with an emphasis on developing and 

evaluating innovative public-private partnerships and consulting organizations that serve at-risk 

urban populations.  I now train the public and nonprofit leaders of tomorrow in technical skills, 



such as data analysis and budgeting, along with more creative endeavors, such as designing 

original community development projects. I awake every day thinking of ways to continually 

improve myself personally and professionally along with the broader community, always with an 

eye toward including those traditionally left out of the fold.  This is all because of my Dad. 

Seeing everyone as human first and deserving of baseline respect and compassion, irrespective of 

race, color, or creed, defines my Dad’s worldview in many ways. Empathizing with diverse 

perspectives and competing stakeholders will ultimately allow for more productive political 

dialogue in Jeff City and comprehensive policy solutions that will benefit the 81st District not 

only today but far into the future.   

On a final note, my father has a well-known Puritan work ethic that makes Puritans 

blush, unrivaled since perhaps the days of Teddy Roosevelt. Win or lose, he will work tirelessly 

on behalf of the 81st District and will continue to be an exceptional, impactful citizen and friend 

of the 81st and Greater St. Louis.   
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