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Politics
Two vulnerable senators stand to benefit from intense focus on constituents
Sens. Susan Collins (R-Maine) and Jon Ossoff (D-Georgia) are two of the chamber's staunchest believers in the value of constituency services.

Sen. Susan Collins (R-Maine), left; Sen. Jon Ossoff (D-Georgia). (Demetrius Freeman/The Washington Post and Maansi Srivastava/For The Washington Post)


By Dan Merica | 2025-12-25
Justin Juray didn't know where to turn. His Maine bowling alley had been the site of a mass killing, and he was struggling -- not just to reopen, but to cope with his business's now notorious place in history.
John Curry was worried about closing his Georgia coffee shop, scrambling to rebound from the coronavirus pandemic and "drowning" financially as he waited for a $126,000 payment from a federal program for keeping his employees on staff.
In their low moments, they received help from an unexpected source: their United States senator.
Sens. Susan Collins (R-Maine) and Jon Ossoff (D-Georgia), two of the most vulnerable members of the Senate facing reelection next year, have little in common politically. But both have reputations for providing strong constituent services, an often overlooked advantage afforded incumbents that could matter on the margins in close races.
Taking requests for help and working out a solution is one of the most unsung practices in most Senate offices, often overshadowed by committee hearings and Senate floor fights in Washington and by campaign rallies and television ads back home. But no work puts voters in more direct contact with their federal representative.
Collins's office helped Juray with tax and insurance issues, as well as securing a disaster relief loan, in the wake of what was Maine's deadliest mass killing ever, where eight people were killed in 2023 at his Lewiston, Maine, bowling alley.
Ossoff gave Curry his card after an event at the small business owner's Augusta, Georgia, coffee shop in 2023 and told him to call if he "ever needed anything." When the business faced serious financial difficulties while waiting for funds to cover a string of bills, he emailed the senator for help.
"He called me the next day," said Curry. "It was not long at all before I got an email from the IRS saying that I had a check on the way."
In separate interviews with The Washington Post, Collins and Ossoff both said they have worked to create a culture in their offices that prioritizes each interaction with people they represent.
"I know that I have had an impact," Collins said when asked to reflect on the constituent service work out of her office. "It's extremely satisfying ... when we're able to solve a problem for an individual."
Ossoff said he wants his constituents "to experience a level of responsiveness and accountability and concern that they have never felt before."
Asked why all members of Congress don't focus as heavily on such services, Ossoff said the current culture in politics is "all about attention."
"For a lot of people in Congress, their goal is to become more and more and more famous or infamous, find the cameras, post the viral content," he said. "That's just not my approach to the job."
Both Collins and Ossoff face competitive reelections next year.
Collins, who has yet to announce a campaign but has said she intends to run for her sixth Senate term, is the only Republican in the state's congressional delegation and faces an electorate that has voted for every Democratic presidential nominee since 1992.
But Collins, a relatively moderate Republican, also faces pressure from her right, with more conservative members of her state bristling at the times she bucks her party and President Donald Trump. Maine Gov. Janet Mills announced a Senate campaign in October. The 77-year-old Democrat faces a primary challenge from a more liberal candidate, Graham Platner, a Marine Corps combat veteran and oyster farmer.
Ossoff, first elected to the Senate in 2020, faces a similarly competitive election in a state that has only recently been in play statewide for Democrats. Trump won in Georgia by two percentage points in 2024. The Republican primary to face Ossoff is competitive, a sign Republicans view him as vulnerable.
Collins's six and Ossoff's four state offices include case workers whose primary focus is helping constituents solve problems. But other staff in the offices -- and in Washington, D.C. -- regardless of their primary duties, are also expected to pitch in.
The work has created scenarios in which people who may disagree with Collins and Ossoff on specific issues are willing to back them for reelection because of the personal level of work their offices have done.
Juray, the bowling alley owner, offers an example.
Two people from Collins's office worked with him following the shooting. Juray said they not only cleared up all the questions with his insurance company and the IRS, but they secured him a disaster relief loan that "helped us get everything put back together" so they could reopen in 2024.
Juray, a registered Democrat, has voted for Collins in the past. While he hasn't decided who he will vote for next year, he says he is "leaning" toward the Republican incumbent.
"Without the senators' support and without them, I might still be waiting on some of this funding," Juray said. "It changed the way I saw representation as a whole."
Chris Gardner, the head of the port in Eastport, Maine, was at a loss after watching the town's historic decades-old breakwater built to protect the city's harbor "open up like a zipper" and crumble along the rocky coast early one morning in 2014. The collapse put the livelihoods of countless people at risk.
Before the sun rose, Gardner recalled, Collins called him and promised to do "whatever it takes" to rebuild the critical infrastructure at the nation's easternmost port. When the breakwater was rebuilt and reopened in 2017, Collins was there with Gardner, celebrating the achievement and the millions of dollars the senator helped secure for the project.
Gardner is a registered Republican who at times "hasn't agreed with some of Senator Collins's votes." But he said he tells "anyone who will listen" about the role Collins played in rebuilding the breakwater. "God love her, she is hated by people on both sides of the aisle. ... The irony is, she weathers all of that ... because she stays focused on doing her job."
Collins laughed when asked if she thinks her constituent services work helps temper some of the anger directed at her by people who disagree with her politics. She said that often people come up to her at the grocery store and she can tell that they might not be her typical political supporters.
"I always find that people come up to me because I'm alone," she said. "I'm doing exactly what they're doing. And they will come up to me and thank me for the work that my offices have done."
Ossoff, who is far newer to the Senate than Collins, is working to build that kind of reputation.
Shortly after Ossoff joined the Senate in 2021, he invited an executive from a famed Georgia company -- Delta Air Lines -- to come speak with his staff on  "best practices" for his customer service operation, including suggestions that "maybe are not common in the legislative branch or the federal government."
The result? Ossoff calls a handful of people who received assistance from his office each week to check in on their experience. And at the end of every constituent call with his office, Ossoff said the caller is asked whether they would "recommend the service that my office provides for someone else in the same situation as them."
For Claven Williams, a retired Navy commander, the answer was yes.
Williams was exposed to Agent Orange during his service in the Pacific from the 1970s to the 1990s and was diagnosed with non-Hodgkin's lymphoma. After initially approving his claim for disability in 2024 under the newly passed Pact Act, the Department of Veterans Affairs reduced his disability to 50 percent in 2025, claiming that he was cured of the ailment. That prompted Williams to contact to Ossoff's office, which successfully worked with the department to restore his 100 percent benefit earlier this year.
"I had dealt with other politicians; they didn't support you like that, they didn't go out of your way to help you," recalled Williams, who voted for Ossoff in 2020.
The casework provided by Ossoff and Collins has drawn praise from those partisans who have opposed their elections.
"Their constituent services are second to none," Brian Robinson, a Republican operative in Georgia, said of Ossoff's staff during an April radio appearance with the senator, praising him for following in the footsteps of former Republican senator Johnny Isakson.
Bev Uhlenhake, the former chair of the Maine Democratic Party who opposes Collins's reelection next year, said the reason Collins has proved difficult to defeat in a blue state is "her relationships throughout the state of Maine."
"They are so deep because her staff have helped so many Mainers while in crisis," Uhlenhake said. "Constituent services in Maine are incredibly important, and she has done it really well."
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White House
Commission tees up first hearing on Trump's ballroom construction
The National Capital Planning Commission is preparing to host a presentation on the White House ballroom building next month.

Construction teams have worked for two months to demolish the East Wing and begin preparing a ballroom building to replace it, with the White House opting not to wait for formal approval from federal review panels. (Matt McClain/The Washington Post)


By Jonathan Edwards, Dan Diamond | 2025-12-25
The federal committee charged by Congress with overseeing federal construction is preparing to host a presentation on the White House ballroom building next month, the first public hearing for the controversial project being closely managed by President Donald Trump.
The National Capital Planning Commission last week added the "East Wing Modernization Project" to its tentative Jan. 8 agenda, describing the presentation as an information session led by the White House that will kick off months of planned reviews.
"This is an opportunity for the project applicant to present the project and for Commissioners to ask questions and provide general observations prior to formal review which we anticipate this spring," reads a document posted by the commission this week. The document does not mention the new ballroom, instead referring to the "East Wing modernization."
The commission's move came after U.S. District Judge Richard J. Leon last week ordered the Trump administration to submit its plans to the NCPC and the Commission of Fine Arts, another federal review panel, by the end of December.
The National Trust for Historic Preservation, a private nonprofit charged by Congress with helping preserve historical buildings, sued the administration this month and sought an emergency halt to construction, arguing that the White House had failed to undertake legally required reviews, including presenting plans to the NCPC and the Commission of Fine Arts, before demolishing the East Wing.
"The Court will hold the Government to its word," Leon, who was appointed by President George W. Bush, wrote in his order last week.
Because it's an informational presentation, the White House will present the project, and NCPC commissioners will have an opportunity to give feedback and ask questions, according to the commission document. The White House has not submitted materials related to the project, members of the public won't have a chance to tell the committee their opinions and the 12-member body won't vote for approval, the document states. Officials have said those steps will happen at future meetings.
Trump administration officials said last week in court documents that crews will start aboveground construction on the ballroom no sooner than April -- a date that rests on the commission approving the project before then.
The NCPC is led by Will Scharf, the White House staff secretary and Trump's former personal lawyer whom the president appointed as commission chair in July, and its members tilt toward Trump. The president appointed two other White House officials to the body, and the commission also includes nine seats apportioned to sitting Cabinet secretaries and other local and federal officials.
The review process for the ballroom building is dramatically different from past projects. Large projects have previously undergone a rigorous, four-step review that starts long before any physical work was done. Planners at agencies wanting to build or renovate begin by meeting with NCPC staff, sometimes years before demolition or site preparation, kicking off a process that ends with a presentation at a public meeting, former NCPC officials and construction entities have said. At each stage, commissioners and staff have given feedback on details including aesthetics and environmental impacts.
The Trump White House has effectively skipped some of those steps. They plan to shrink down to months a timeline that took nearly two years for a White House security fence that was significantly smaller than the ballroom. The 3,500-foot perimeter fence approval process involved five public meetings, during which the commission ensured the fence comported with federal environmental laws and "the historic and symbolic importance of the White House and the surrounding grounds," according to NCPC documents.
In contrast, Trump has overseen a three-month transformation of a large chunk of the White House grounds with no oversight from the NCPC. In mid-September, crews started clearing foliage and cutting down trees. Over a three-day period in late October, the president shocked almost everyone by demolishing the East Wing. And by early December, workers had installed a crane, and pile drivers were working throughout the day, with the White House saying the teams were working to create the underground infrastructure necessary to support the building.
Scharf has asserted that the NCPC review process covers only "vertical" construction -- not demolition or site preparation. Critics have blasted Scharf's argument as absurd, because those three steps are so closely linked -- and because part of the commission's duty in reviewing projects is to consider the preservation of buildings that already exist.
NCPC records show the commission has approved site development plans for previous projects, including the perimeter fence and a tennis pavilion built during Trump's first term. In both cases, agencies received the commission's approval before starting site work.
The NCPC nevertheless adopted Scharf's argument in the document it published Tuesday outlining its review process, saying the law doesn't give it authority over "the demolition of buildings or general site preparation."
Lawmakers and watchdog groups have repeatedly called for more transparency around the project. Among other issues, critics have questioned the solicitation of private donations to pay for the ballroom -- and demanded to know whether anything was promised in return.
Sen. Richard Blumenthal (Connecticut), the top Democrat on the Senate Homeland Security and Governmental Affairs Permanent Subcommittee on Investigations, sent letters this week demanding more information from several attendees of a White House dinner in October to honor ballroom donors. Blumenthal asked them to clarify if they contributed to the project, and under what terms, noting that the White House has acknowledged that it has not publicly identified all the donors to the ballroom project.
"The American people are entitled to all the relevant facts about who is funding the most substantial construction project at the White House in recent history," Blumenthal wrote.

Sen. Richard Blumenthal (D-Connecticut) has been trying to track down information on donors of the "East Wing Modernization Project." (Demetrius Freeman/The Washington Post)
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Politics
Federal government's charity drive doing far worse under Trump
Donations are down by more than 40 percent after a year when federal workers faced major agency downsizing and a lengthy government shutdown. 

Protesters supporting federal workers rally outside Office of Personnel Management headquarters in Washington in February. (Alex Wong/Getty Images)


By Meryl Kornfield | 2025-12-25
The federal workers' charity drive, the largest of its kind in the country, is facing a steep decline in donations and other challenges just months after the Trump administration weighed canceling it altogether.
The annual Combined Federal Campaign -- which since the 1960s has raised more than $9 billion from federal government employees donating their pay and time -- started later than expected because the Office of Personnel Management had paused planning in late August and for a time considered ending the initiative.
OPM announced last week that it would extend the campaign through January, but charities are worried that the drive won't be as effective, especially because the agency told its contracted organizers this week that their agreements would not be extended, according to two people familiar with the decision, who spoke on the condition of anonymity to share private discussions.
The campaign is faring far worse than in previous years, buffeted not only by the loss of nearly 300,000 federal employees -- part of the administration's government downsizing -- but also by this year's 43-day government shutdown. As of Saturday, workers had contributed only $23 million. In each of the past three years, fundraising had topped $40.5 million by the same time, according to data obtained by The Washington Post.
Thousands of charities participate in the drive annually, and a significant amount of the donations support causes in the Washington area and the Mid-Atlantic. Charities  that have been stretched thin with other funding cuts amid increased need have sought support from Congress and tried to raise awareness about the campaign's plight this year. Now, as they plan for 2026, they worry whether they can count on receiving their allotment of funds raised without the contractors that manage pledges.
"If the contractors in the final four weeks in January are not allowed to do their work, it's a question of how successful can we make the CFC campaign after we've already been hit with a delay because of the shutdown and are dealing with other constraints in the nonprofit community," said Ann Hollingsworth, vice president of government affairs at the Nonprofit Alliance, which has rallied charities on the issue.
OPM spokeswoman McLaurine Pinover said Tuesday that the agency is working on developing "more cost-effective ways for federal employees to donate to charities than the current CFC," citing the costs of the contracts that set up and run the campaign. Pinover initially said organizers could participate after their current agreements expire, then later specified that OPM was not seeking such involvement.
"We are not paying them additional monies for the extension period because we do not believe that is a good use of donor dollars," she said.
The contracts are fixed-price, however, so the agency would not pay more for any work extensions.
The campaign's delayed start this year coincided with the record-long government shutdown -- when most federal workers were not paid.
OPM decided that the campaign could proceed in part because charities had already paid the fees to participate, according to OPM Director Scott Kupor. But he estimated that the drive would cost $22 million to run, and he wrote in an agency blog post that he was "evaluating changes to the CFC for 2026 (including whether to continue the program)."
Though donations have been down since the campaign began in early October, the pace has increased this month, catching up with last year's numbers for December.
Jennifer Ward, a government retiree, an Air Force veteran, and a local and national organizer for the campaign, said federal employees showed greater interest in donating as the holidays approached. She noted that one donor on Cannon Air Force Base in New Mexico pledged $1,776 just two days after President Donald Trump announced "warrior dividend" bonuses of that same amount.
"The main concern that I have is that, come January, we can start off and have this great campaign for the next 31 days, but there's no outreach coordinator to ramp us up again," Ward said. "There's no charity events that we can have. The resources are extremely limited, and if there's no contracts, it's like we're being blindsided, ... and the charities can't do anything about it."
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Immigration
For one migrant family, no Christmas lights in New Orleans
After the Border Patrol arrived in Louisiana, a couple and their five children went into hiding. That meant less food, few outings and no lights on the Christmas tree.

(Courtesy of family/Courtesy of family )


By Arelis R. Hernandez | 2025-12-25

The family decorated for Christmas, but the eldest daughters asked for no lights on the tree because they were afraid to draw attention. (Courtesy of family)


NEW ORLEANS -- Dinnertime had just ended when there was a loud knock at the door. Jhony grabbed his ID card and the documents showing he had protection from deportation. His wife, Aracely, rushed the children upstairs.
Six years ago, Jhony had arrived in New Orleans and found work helping renovate the Superdome, which became a symbol of the city's fortitude after Hurricane Katrina. Now he stood inside his home with an ear to the door as his mind raced through what he would do if someone broke through. Aracely peeked through their window curtains.
Two immigration officers stood outside.
The men wore masks, protective vests and caps, the couple later recounted. One of them pounded on the door four times. It was raining, and they stood waiting on Jhony and Aracely's stoop for several minutes. Then they left. Jhony relaxed, but not completely. His papers, earned after filing a complaint with the U.S. Department of Labor for wage theft, did not give him a legal status, and he knew they did not entirely shield him or protect his family.
"We came because at our home, there was no peace," said Jhony as agents drove slowly through his neighborhood in a convoy of Chevy Suburbans again the next afternoon. "I feel like I am reliving my life in Honduras, but here."
Hondurans have been arriving in New Orleans in search of work since the city emerged as a key port in the banana trade over a century ago. They have continued to settle here in successive waves ever since, fleeing political turmoil and poverty in their homeland and helping rebuild after Hurricane Katrina in 2005. A bronze and marble statue depicting a Latino worker with a hammer stands in the city in honor of their contributions.
For many Hondurans, the Department of Homeland Security's launch of Catahoula Crunch in early December has felt like whiplash. The operation's name is a reference to the Catahoula leopard dogs trained by early Louisiana settlers to hunt wild boar. DHS contends the operation is needed to remove criminals released under "sanctuary" policies that limit local law enforcement from cooperating with federal immigration officers. So far, federal officers have arrested over 250 people, including at least two dozen they say have criminal records, some of whom are Honduran.
"They honored us for rebuilding the city, doing work no one else would," said Mario Mendoza, another undocumented Honduran construction worker. "They called us essential workers during the pandemic. Now, we are criminals?"

Signs stating no access to Immigration and Customs Enforcement are displayed on the doors of Taqueria Guerrero, temporarily closed over concerns for staff safety, on Dec. 2 in New Orleans. (Seth Herald/Reuters)


Latino-owned businesses have locked their doors, and some immigrants are sleeping at their workplaces because they fear being stopped by federal officers on their way home. Construction sites are emptying. Mothers of newborns are sending breast milk via courier to their hospitalized infants or skipping follow-up appointments. Food banks are begging undocumented families not to come in person but to send someone else.
For Jhony and his family, the DHS sting has required painful decisions. The couple spoke to The Post on the condition that they be identified by only their first names because they fear being targeted by immigration officers. He and his wife want their five children to advance in school, but they are also terrified they could get detained while walking them there. All but one, the youngest, are undocumented.
Some days, they feel brave and go. Others, they don't.
After the knock at the door, no one left the house for four days.
Jhony arrived in New Orleans in 2019 after he said his sister, a schoolteacher, was hacked to death by gang members with machetes after a dispute with a local leader. After the killing, Jhony said, the men began to stalk him. A vehicle no one recognized parked outside his family's home every night. Fearful for their lives, Jhony and his wife said, they decided to head north. They closed the restaurant they ran and set out with their four children.
They crossed illegally on foot, each parent clutching two of their children. Aracely held the youngest, a 1-year-old girl.
They headed to New Orleans because they knew other Hondurans had found work there. Generations of their compatriots had made the city and its adjacent parishes home before them. Hondurans began settling here in the early 1900s as the city became a major hub for the United and Standard Fruit companies. Both enterprises had lucrative banana plantations in Honduras, and many Hondurans found work in docks and offices in New Orleans.

The view of a sunset from New Orleans's Crescent Park, where a bronze statue is dedicated to the Latin American workers who helped rebuild after Hurricane Katrina. (Arelis R. Hernandez/The Washington Post)


Another wave of migrants arrived a half-century later as Honduras was struck by political and economic instability, some of it fueled by U.S. support for the nation's military during the Cold War, and again after Hurricane Mitch left much of the country in ruins in 1998.
The Honduran arrivals built businesses and integrated into the city's multiethnic culture while introducing their own, one baleada -- a traditional taco-like Honduran staple -- at a time. And although many arrived as undocumented immigrants, in 1999, the Clinton administration granted Hondurans temporary protected status, reasoning that the widespread destruction caused by Mitch made it unsafe for many to return home. Temporary protected status was not a pathway to citizenship, but it did spare tens of thousands from deportation.
Then came Katrina. In the months and years after Hurricane Katrina, thousands of Hondurans arrived in New Orleans to work when the city needed help rebuilding entire neighborhoods destroyed by the storm. Tens of thousands of workers descended on the city, and studies estimate nearly half were immigrants and at least a quarter of all workers were undocumented Latinos. Nearly a third of the undocumented were Honduran, and large numbers stayed in the region.
"Hondurans are integral to the history of this place," said Sarah Fouts, who is writing a book on the history of immigrant labor in New Orleans post-Katrina. "They've created homes and they've made their spaces and earned their spaces visibly in churches, through restaurants and local soccer leagues. But there are also ways in which they are invisible within the rebuilt infrastructure."

The Superdome undergoes repairs in 2006 after Hurricane Katrina. (Mario Tama/Getty Images)


Hondurans kept arriving even after most of the initial rebuilding was complete. Established networks of friends and family made finding jobs easier, and while some aspects of life improved in Honduras, political corruption and insecurity continued to push people out. Jhony found work within weeks of arriving. He said he worked on road and bridge repairs, home demolitions, and reconstruction. Some of it was long-delayed work from Katrina and, later, part of the recovery from Hurricane Ida in 2021.
A year later, Jhony was hired as part of a subcontracting crew to help with concrete demolition and interior renovations at the Superdome ahead of the 2025 Super Bowl.
"It felt like God had brought us here because we settled quickly," he said.
But the commemorative statue to honor Latino immigrant workers and words of solidarity and gratitude that followed Katrina's aftermath had begun, in recent years, to feel like relics of a time and sentiment that no longer existed. An estimated 23,000 immigrants arrived in Louisiana the last two years of the Biden administration -- one of the largest influxes the state had seen in decades.
New Orleans itself had adopted policies to limit cooperation between local police and federal immigration officers, but the surrounding suburbs where many Honduran immigrants had built their homes took a different approach.
After President Donald Trump was sworn into office again in January, police departments in Kenner and Gretna signed up to partner with Immigration and Customs Enforcement through a program known as 287(g). The initiative trains local officers to carry out some of the functions of a federal immigration agent. Traffic stops ended in immigration arrests. Officers handed jail inmates over to ICE. They chased and arrested day laborers outside hardware stores.

A boy films from a bicycle as U.S. Customs and Border Protection agents conduct operations in Kenner, Louisiana, on Dec. 6. (Adam Gray/AFP/Getty Images)


Republican Gov. Jeff Landry and state lawmakers simultaneously pushed measures to mandate state police cooperation with federal agents in an effort to buoy the Trump administration's mass deportation campaign. Landry argued that the Biden administration had failed to thoroughly vet the people it had allowed in, and that new immigrants were both a danger and a burden to states now responsible for providing services like education for their children.
"Entering this country illegally doesn't make you immune from the law," he said as Catahoula Crunch got underway. "If you commit crimes here, you face consequences -- just like any citizen who breaks the law."
Homero Lopez, legal director of the New Orleans-based Immigration Services and Legal Advocacy organization, said it is not an exaggeration to say that nearly everyone in New Orleans has had work done on their homes or businesses by unauthorized immigrants or has hired undocumented labor. It's not a hidden fact, he said, but it's an inconvenient one for state and federal lawmakers who have not provided a long-term solution.
"We're still working off of something that was built in 1965," Lopez said, referring to the Immigration and Nationality Act, which established the framework for immigration to the United States still used today. "The world has significantly changed in 60 years, but we haven't really changed our immigration system very much in those same 60 years."
Jhony and his wife contacted an immigration attorney when they arrived in New Orleans, but, despite his sister's slaying, he said he was counseled not to file an application for asylum. To qualify, migrants must prove they face persecution based on their race, religion, nationality, political opinion or belonging to a particular social group -- and the lawyer told them they probably would not meet those requirements. So they opted to wait.
His work at the Superdome paid well -- when his bosses did pay, he said. But Jhony and his co-workers were routinely not paid for overtime work, and he said they lost thousands of dollars. He filed a complaint with the U.S. Department of Labor with the help of a national day laborer advocacy organization. The agency investigated the claims, finding employers violated federal overtime work laws and underpaid laborers by misclassifying them and keeping incomplete records. The workers negotiated thousands of dollars in back wages, and the victory made Jhony eligible for a Biden-era program that offered protections to workers who blow the whistle on labor violations.
Jhony got a Social Security card, work authorization and a promise from the federal government that he would not be removed to Honduras. But those protections did not offer a path to a legal status or any guarantee he wouldn't be deported to another country. He knew he would be vulnerable when immigration agents came to town.
Drones buzzing in their suburban New Orleans neighborhood were the first unnerving signs that federal immigration officers were about to arrive. Two hovered in the backyard of their duplex apartment. Vehicles with out-of-state plates and darkly tinted windows then began circling the streets and watching as people walked their children to school. Some agents took photos of cars, neighbors, homes.
Aracely quit her part-time job at a restaurant. They scaled back meals to basics like tortillas and beans to save money. They began relying on friends and grocery delivery services to avoid trips outside the home. And they joined a neighborhood messaging group that shared tips on ICE and Border Patrol's whereabouts.
It is a half-mile walk to the local elementary school. To get there, Aracely and two of her children, ages 7 and 9, walk past rows of townhouses and neighbors out with their dogs. The couple has tried to keep their children's lives as normal as possible. On the days when immigration officers are not spotted nearby, Aracely feeds them breakfast, braids her daughter's hair and escorts them to the school's entrance.
Forecasters had warned of rain one such morning. The children threw on jackets and walked outside. Then Aracely noticed a white unmarked vehicle following them.
She turned toward the vehicle and locked eyes with a man wearing a vest, mask and cap inside.
"ICE is behind me," she texted her husband.
The car's engine accelerated. The driver got closer. But then, he turned.
There were sightings and scares like this all around the Jefferson Parish communities where Hondurans had made their homes. Jefferson Parish is a Republican stronghold, but among council member at-large Jennifer Van Vrancken's constituents, the arrests sparked concern. Border Patrol officers clad in black neck gaiters pulled up over their mouths descended on a Home Depot in Kenner and a Lowe's in Elysian Fields. They used a fire department ladder in Slidell to arrest three workers from the roof of a condominium under construction. One hotel reported that it had no housekeeping staff.

Workers refuse to come down from a roof after Border Patrol agents conducted a raid on a construction site Dec. 3 in Metairie, Louisiana. (Ryan Murphy/Getty Images)


"My constituents voted for President Trump and absolutely are supportive of any effort to close the border and to get dangerous illegals out of the country," Van Vrancken said. "But they did not envision what we have now. They are very disturbed by what seems to be a 'pick everybody up and ask questions later' approach."
She said that Kenner, a city within the parish, is home to the largest Honduran community outside that country and that large numbers of them are legal residents who are too afraid to go to work amid the seemingly indiscriminate roundups. Van Vrancken said she is meeting with local law enforcement, ICE and Hispanic business leaders to learn whether there is a way to "fine-tune the process."
"I don't understand why the unmarked cars and masking is necessary. It just seems aimed at fear," said Van Vrancken, who describes herself as an outspoken Republican in favor of detaining people with no legal right to be in the country. "If our everyday brave men and women can show up in a uniform and marked car, why is it any different in this scenario?"
Home builders say Catahoula Crunch is exacerbating an already steep labor crisis. Even workers who have a legal immigration status are afraid of being stopped, said Dan Mills, chief executive of the Home Builders Association of Greater New Orleans. The result is an increase in labor costs because the supply of workers is shrinking while demand remains high. He pointed to work being done by several local contractors to improve homes through a federal grant program. Projects that were estimated to cost $8,000 per home have now risen to $10,000.
"If we don't have workers, we can't move projects forward," Mills said.
The day Aracely was followed had spooked them all. Jhony began checking his phone every 15 minutes for neighborhood updates. Their two older children ran home from their bus stop through the rain because they were afraid of being grabbed.
Aracely was making tortillas later that week to eat with a stew her brother-in-law had brought over. Her hands made a slight slapping sound as she molded the flour disks. Then she looked at her phone and paused.
"He's here," she said, walking over to her husband. "They're here on our street."
Border Patrol Commander Gregory Bovino was inside a giant SUV surrounded by a caravan of immigration officers and state police driving slowly on a street alongside their building.
"Don't open your doors for anyone!" neighbors texted. "Chicos, La Migra esta aqui."
Jhony looked at his wife, whose breath began to quicken. They logged on to a live stream from local journalists following the agents with cameras. The honks from neighbors shrieked louder and louder as the caravan got close.
"Any minute now, my little one will come running down the steps," Jhony said, and as if on cue, his 7-year-old daughter sprinted into his arms.
The immigration officers lingered and left after what felt like hours but was around 30 minutes. Two days later, Jhony went back to work. A colleague with a green card began picking him up. Each morning, he'd give Jhony a heads-up on whether La Migra was near. If they weren't, he'd run out of his house and into the truck.
"I'm putting myself at risk every day," he said. "Before I leave for work, I give each of my children a kiss because I don't know if I'll return home or not."

Jhony and Aracely's children decorated their Christmas tree with notes to Santa detailing their gift wishes. (Courtesy of family)


The worst part, Jhony said, is watching how his children have changed. They can't go to the park every Wednesday and Saturday as they had before to run and kick around a soccer ball. His usually rambunctious girls have grown quiet. They stopped going to church and won't step outside into their fenced-in backyard. They don't want to go to school.
The family spends more time together, but it's clouded by all that's happening and all they can't do. Jhony and his wife don't know how they will buy Christmas presents.
In early December, the family nonetheless started decorating their home for the holiday. They hung green Christmas garland on the wall and covered the kitchen table with a decorative cloth with images of wreaths, snowflakes and candy canes.
They put up a tree, too. But the eldest girls made a demand.
They did not want to string holiday lights.
They were too afraid it would signal to immigration officers that the family was inside.
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Justice
With more than a million pages to go, Justice struggles with Epstein files
The massive size of the Epstein files -- perhaps more than a million pages -- has created problems for the Justice Department.

Jeffrey Epstein and Ghislaine Maxwell in an undated photo released by the Justice Department. (U.S. Department of Justice/AP)


By Perry Stein | 2025-12-24
On Dec. 22 -- three days past the congressionally mandated deadline for the Justice Department to release the entire trove of Epstein files -- a top prosecutor in Florida sent an emergency request to employees in the Miami U.S. attorneys office.
The Justice Department immediately needed prosecutors over Christmas week to volunteer to review and redact information on documents from the sex-trafficking investigation of Jeffrey Epstein so the materials could be released to the public.
"We have an obligation to the public to release these documents and before we can do so, certain redactions must be made to protect the identity of victims, among other things," the email read, according to a copy obtained by The Washington Post. "I am aware that the timing could not be worse."
That urgent request reflects the Justice Department's choppy and often frenetic rollout of the massive Epstein investigatory files. In mid-November, Congress passed the Epstein Files Transparency Act, which ordered the release of nearly all unclassified government files on Epstein by Dec. 19, with necessary redactions to ensure that the identities of victims are protected.

The Justice Department building in Washington on Friday. (Andrew Harnik/Getty Images)


Nearly a week past the deadline, the department  appears to still be struggling to get its arms around the massive project and find an orderly way to make the files available to the public.
Officials announced on Wednesday that the FBI and prosecutors in New York had discovered "over a million" documents potentially related to the Epstein case, further dimming hopes for a quick process.
Asked about recruiting more prosecutors to review the documents, a Justice Department official said Wednesday that "we are whole heartedly committed to releasing everything to the public as quickly as possible."
Justice Department officials have defended their process, saying they are following the law by releasing all the files. That includes files that they say contain false allegations against the president and others that they say are fabrications. On Tuesday, they said that a card Epstein purportedly wrote from jail shortly before his death, which was included in Monday's release,  is fake.
Officials  have acknowledged missing the deadline but said that protecting the identities of victims trumps releasing all of the documents by Dec. 19.
"We are doing everything we're supposed to be doing to comply with this statute," Deputy Attorney General Todd Blanche said on NBC's "Meet the Press" on Sunday.
The files stem from the 2008 and 2019 sex-trafficking investigations of Epstein, a convicted sex offender, whose 2019 death while in federal custody was ruled a suicide, and the 2021 conviction of his accomplice Ghislaine Maxwell on sex-trafficking charges. Some of the files are based on an investigation that occurred in the Southern District of Florida.
The laborious process to review and redact what may be as many as a million pages of documents has required about 200 attorneys from the Justice Department's National Security Division to work around-the-clock since Thanksgiving, according to two people with knowledge of the process who spoke on the condition of anonymity for fear of retaliation.
But it hasn't been enough.
The Justice Department released an initial batch of about 100,000 pages on Dec. 19 and warned that it would not be able to release the entire trove by the deadline. Since then, files have come out -- sometimes in a trickle, other times in a rush -- unannounced and generally with no clear explanation about what's being provided.
Administration officials have so far amplified mentions of former president Bill Clinton in the files  on social media, while publicly stating that some damaging mentions of President Donald Trump in the files are lies.
Some of the released files contain massive and often hard-to-explain redactions, prompting objections from lawmakers and some of Epstein's victims and their lawyers that the Justice Department is violating the newly passed law, which states that no document should be withheld or redacted on the basis of "embarrassment, reputational harm, or political sensitivity."
"DOJ did break the law by making illegal redactions and by missing the deadline," Rep. Thomas Massie (R-Kentucky), who co-sponsored the bipartisan transparency law, posted on social media. Justice Department officials have denied that, saying the law requires them to review the documents and appropriately redact them.

Rep. Thomas Massie (R-Kentucky) alongside Epstein victims outside the Capitol on Nov. 18. (Sarah L. Voisin/The Washington Post)


On Monday, officials hit another hiccup when they posted a batch of more than 10,000 documents, only to take them down a few hours later. The files were put back up later that evening, but some of the files were in a different order, and it was unclear whether any files from the initial batch were missing. The Justice Department did not respond to  questions on why the files were taken down and whether any were removed when they were re-uploaded.
It's also unclear how many files are left to be released -- and what the remaining files contain -- but the email sent to prosecutors in South Florida suggests  that the department is struggling  to  review what it has.

President Donald Trump with Deputy Attorney General Todd Blanche and Attorney General Pam Bondi on June 27 at the White House. (Demetrius Freeman/The Washington Post)


Trump's inclusion in the files was no surprise. It has long been known that Trump had a years-long friendship with Epstein that ended in the early 2000s. And being mentioned in a mass trove of investigatory documents does not suggest criminal wrongdoing. Trump has not been accused of being involved in Epstein's criminal activities and has denied knowing about them.
Still, the treatment of Trump in the files has fueled accusations from Democratic members of Congress and some others that the Justice Department could be working to protect the president.
Part of that concern stems from the fact that the administration has made clear that the attorney general reports to the president, breaking from long-standing norms that have given the Justice Department a degree of independence from the White House.
The speculation has also been driven by the seemingly confusing rollout of the files. The first batch of files, for example, contained multiple photos of Clinton and Epstein and few of Trump. Within that first release, more than a dozen files that the Justice Department initially uploaded late Friday were removed early Saturday. Among those files was a photo of an open drawer in Epstein's New York home that contained many framed photos, including one of Trump. It was restored Sunday after the removal sparked public criticism.
After a second big release of files Monday that included more mentions of Trump, officials declared that some unspecified claims about Trump in the documents are "unfounded and false," a disclaimer they had not made about other people mentioned in the documents.
The documents include several tips that were collected by the FBI about Trump's involvement with Epstein and parties at their properties in the early 2000s. They also show that a subpoena was sent to Mar-a-Lago in 2021 for records that pertained to the government's case against Maxwell.
The Justice Department has denied any special treatment of Trump.
As for the overall issue of dealing with the massive size of the Epstein files, one thing that's clear is  the problem is not a new one.
In one of the documents released Monday, an investigator in 2020 wrote about the need for a better system to catalogue documents.
The investigator wrote: "It's basically impossible for us to keep track of what we're getting."




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.washingtonpost.com/national-security/2025/12/24/epstein-files-justice-department-struggles/



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



Politics
What we know (and what we don't) about the Epstein files' release
The tranche revealed wide-ranging references to President Donald Trump and detailed efforts to interview Prince Andrew in two investigations.

Jeffrey Epstein is seen in an image released by the Justice Department last week. (U.S. Justice Department)


By Maegan Vazquez | 2025-12-24
The Justice Department released a second wave of files related to Jeffrey Epstein this week, providing a window into federal investigators' examination of sexual abuse allegations lodged against the deceased financier by women and girls over the course of decades.
The tranche of files released by the Justice Department on Monday includes wide-ranging references to President Donald Trump and a revelation that U.S. authorities sought to interview Prince Andrew in connection to two separate criminal investigations. The department previously released the initial batch just ahead of last Friday's deadline that was established in the law passed by Congress.
Despite the deadline to release the full trove of files about Epstein, who died in federal custody in 2019 while awaiting trial on sex-trafficking charges, many files have yet to be made public. The Justice Department's releases have faced issues, including the latest tranche being briefly taken offline before being reuploaded. The department, traditionally regarded as being independent from partisan influence, released statements saying documents in the latest batch contained what it called "untrue and sensationalist claims" about Trump.
Here's what we've learned so far from the latest release:
The latest batch of files released this week produced more documents mentioning Trump than the first one. It includes a 2021 subpoena sent to Mar-a-Lago, Trump's club in Palm Beach, Florida, for records that pertained to the government's case against Ghislaine Maxwell, Epstein's accomplice in sex trafficking. The full reason for the subpoena to Mar-a-Lago was not immediately clear, but an assistant U.S. attorney had been seeking past employment records from Trump's club that were relevant in the case against Maxwell.
The new batch includes notes from an assistant U.S. attorney in New York about the number of times Trump flew on Epstein's plane, including one flight that included just Trump, Epstein and a 20-year-old woman, according to the notes.

This photo released by the Justice Department shows a desk with a drawer open and photographs, documented on July 6, 2019, during a search of Jeffrey Epstein's home in New York. (U.S. Department of Justice) 


The latest drop also includes several tips that were collected by the FBI about Trump's involvement with Epstein and parties at their properties in the early 2000s. The documents do not show whether any follow-up investigations took place or whether any of the tips were corroborated.
Being mentioned in a mass trove of investigatory documents does not demonstrate criminal wrongdoing. Trump has not been accused of being involved in Epstein's criminal activities and has denied knowing about Epstein's abuse of young women and girls. His spokesperson previously said Trump kicked Epstein out of his Mar-a-Lago Club for being a "creep."
In a statement Tuesday morning, the Justice Department said: "Some of these documents contain untrue and sensationalist claims made against President Trump."
"Nevertheless, out of our commitment to the law and transparency, the DOJ is releasing these documents with the legally required protections for Epstein's victims," the statement said.
In a social media post on Wednesday, the Justice Department said that the "US Attorney for the Southern District of New York and the FBI" informed DOJ that "over a million more documents potentially related to the Jeffrey Epstein case" had been uncovered.
"The DOJ has received these documents from SDNY and the FBI to review... . Due to the mass volume of material, this process may take a few more weeks," the department added.
When asked for comment Wednesday, the White House referred The Post to the DOJ's statement on X.
The new set of public documents includes emails and court filings of U.S. authorities seeking to interview Andrew Mountbatten-Windsor in connection with two separate criminal investigations: one relating to Epstein and another involving Peter Nygard, the Canadian fashion tycoon accused of sexually assaulting multiple women and girls.
The newly released material also contains an email sent from "A," who writes that he is at the royal residence of Balmoral in Scotland and asks Maxwell whether she had found him some "new inappropriate friends."
While it is known that prosecutors wanted to speak to Andrew about Epstein, their desire to engage on Nygard was newly revealed by the recently released documents.

Andrew Mountbatten-Windsor on Sept. 16 at Westminster Cathedral in London. (Jordan Pettitt/AFP/Getty Images)


The document regarding Nygard stressed that Andrew was not a target of the investigations and that U.S. authorities had not gathered evidence that he had committed any crime under U.S. law.
U.S. authorities similarly stated that Andrew was not a target of the Epstein investigation and that there is "evidence that Prince Andrew engaged in sexual conduct involving one of Epstein's victims." The document noted that U.S. authorities had not concluded he had committed a crime under U.S. law.
Andrew, who was stripped of his prince title, has repeatedly denied all wrongdoing. The former prince's office did not respond to a request for comment on Tuesday when The Post first reported his mentions in the documents.
The second wave of files on Epstein was available for several hours Monday afternoon and evening on the Justice Department website, but they were taken down around 8 p.m. The department reposted the files on its website shortly before midnight Monday.
The department did not respond to questions about why the documents had been posted and then apparently removed.
Lawmakers on both sides of the aisle and Epstein's accusers have also criticized the DOJ for  releasing only some of the files by the Dec. 19 deadline. The House members who wrote the law said they would seek to find Attorney General Pam Bondi in contempt of Congress over the partial release.

Attorney General Pam Bondi attends an Oct. 23 event at the White House. (Matt McClain/The Washington Post)


Deputy Attorney General Todd Blanche told NBC's "Meet the Press" on Sunday that the Justice Department has "about a million or so pages of documents" related to Epstein and that "virtually all of them contain victim information." Based on internal estimates, it appears that hundreds of thousands of pages of additional Epstein-related documents have yet to be publicly released.
The Justice Department has said that some documents made public, including a purported letter from Epstein to Larry Nassar, a doctor convicted of sexually abusing athletes, are fake.
Along with the Justice Department's statements challenging the veracity of claims made about Trump, Blanche has defended his agency's procedures for releasing documents related to Epstein.
"We produce documents, and sometimes this can result in releasing fake or false documents because they simply are in our possession because the law requires this. ... We will continue to produce every document required by law. Let's not let internet rumor engines outrun the facts," Blanche wrote on X.
The latest batch of documents included emails describing that federal investigators faced data processing delays and issues organizing the large collection of files they had obtained while investigating Epstein.
An assistant U.S. attorney for the Southern District of New York wrote in one February 2020 email released this week that it was "basically impossible for us to keep track of what we're getting, and what has been completed, without some kind of identification or labeling system."
A follow-up message in the email chain later that month states that investigators received access to "well over a million documents, and we don't have any idea what we're looking at."
A group of women who have accused Epstein of abuse said in a statement on Monday that valuable information was still missing from Friday's initial wave of documents released by the Justice Department.
The women, in their statement, claimed that numerous victim identities were left unredacted in the initial release and specifically criticized the lack of financial documents and unredacted grand jury minutes. The second batch of documents was similarly devoid of such information.
The Justice Department said its review process was focused on keeping victims' identities shielded. While compiling records, the department sought the names of people victimized by Epstein and found "over 1,200 names being identified as victims or their relatives," Blanche said in a letter to Congress.

Deputy Attorney General Todd Blanche speaks to reporters on Oct. 15 at the White House. (Demetrius Freeman/The Washington Post)


Blanche also said the department had withheld some files that it claimed were covered by legal privileges that the new law did not specifically waive. Among those were documents that would reveal internal deliberations at the Justice Department.
Azi Paybarah, Matt Viser, Aaron Schaffer, Karla Adam, Mark Berman, Jeremy Roebuck and Perry Stein contributed to this report.
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Defective
Michael Ramirez cartoon on Congress and returns after holiday season.

(Michael Ramirez/Las Vegas Review-Journal for The Washington Post)


By Michael Ramirez | 2025-12-25

(Michael Ramirez/Las Vegas Review-Journal for The Washington Post)
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The Post's View
More American manufacturing won't mean that many more jobs
Bridgeport, Connecticut, shows how the nature of U.S.-based production is changing.

The old Remington Arms factory in Bridgeport, Connecticut. (Joe Buglewicz/For The Washington Post)


By Editorial Board | 2025-12-25
Politicians say they want a manufacturing renaissance, but their visions of massive factories employing thousands of people are going to be few and far between in real-life America.
Some places have had manufacturing renaissances. The Post recently covered one: Bridgeport, Connecticut. "An old manufacturing city sputters back to life," the headline said, and the manufacturing industry has indeed improved since the covid pandemic.
The story highlighted successful vocational education programs that are allowing workers who don't attend college to develop skills as welders and technicians. Employers are scooping them up and paying them well. New companies are taking over old industrial sites and putting them back into service. Bridgeport, the one-time home of Remington and divisions of General Electric, filed for bankruptcy in 1991 but has gotten back on its feet.
It's the feel-good story politicians want to hear. At the same time, it barely registers in the overall data on Bridgeport's economy. Manufacturing employment in the Bridgeport-Stamford-Danbury metropolitan statistical area (MSA) has seen a small bump but remains near 30-year lows, according to the Bureau of Labor Statistics.
Real manufacturing output in the Bridgeport metro are a has been rising but is also quite low compared to before the Great Recession, according to the Bureau of Economic Analysis.
The turnaround in the past few years is that manufacturing is no longer a drag on Bridgeport's GDP growth, as it was during most years since the Great Recession. It flipped positive in 2021 and has remained barely above zero since then.
That's not the feel-good story politicians want to hear. Why aren't these obviously succeeding businesses showing up more in the data? The answer lies in the story itself.
Bridgeport's success has been in cultivating low-volume, high-skilled manufacturing. The companies mentioned are building accessories for rowing or advanced ceramics for semiconductors, not mass producing consumer goods. And they employ dozens of people, not thousands.
It is because the jobs are relatively few in number that they are relatively high in compensation. These newer, successful manufacturing companies in Bridgeport don't have assembly lines with workers performing repetitive tasks. They have high-skilled workers meeting exacting specifications for a relatively small number of picky customers.
That's what most American manufacturing firms look like today. Ninety-eight percent of U.S. manufacturing firms employ fewer than 500 people, and 93 percent employ fewer than 100, according to 2022 data.
These workers receive a lot of help from robots. Automation is what helps them be as productive as they are, and more productive workers are paid more. Overall, real value added by U.S. manufacturing is at all-time highs, even though fewer people work in manufacturing than in the past.
Pro-manufacturing politicians face a choice. They can applaud the success of places like Bridgeport while conceding that manufacturing isn't a jobs juggernaut. Or they can continue to yearn for the mass-production plants of yesteryear, which aren't coming back. Even if they did, they would yield worse, lower-paying jobs than the high-tech manufacturing plants of today.
Those who are inclined to see Bridgeport as a success should welcome AI-powered technological advances as yet another tool that will make American workers more productive. They should see wisdom in Bridgeport's enterprise zone that reduces the tax burden for businesses. And they should grasp that local conditions such as an educated workforce and access to highways matter more than trade or immigration policy.
Not every U.S. manufacturing success story will look like Bridgeport. But in the 2020s and beyond, they will look more like Bridgeport than pre-1960s Detroit. And that's a good thing for American workers, who deserve better than the jobs of the past.
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The Post's View
Socialized medicine can't survive the winter
The British government is begging sick people to stay away from hospitals during the holidays.

Students play Jenga in D.C. (Craig Hudson for The Washington Post)


By Editorial Board | 2025-12-25
It wouldn't be Christmas in Britain without an imminent threat of the health care system collapsing. This year, it was the combination of a "flu-nami" and a five-day strike by residents that had U.K. Health Secretary Wes Streeting warning about "the Jenga piece that collapses the tower." That tower is the National Health Service.
The circumstances may change, but the sense of crisis is not new. The NHS has existed for years in a perpetual state of emergency. This was the case before the pandemic hit, and it has only gotten worse. Hospital corridors overflow and routine procedures get canceled due to a catastrophic event commonly known as "winter." It comes around every year, yet the system, despite annual funding increases, still somehow remains unable to cope.
A campaign to keep people away from hospitals during the holidays is underway, which includes begging the public to seek out other forms of treatment for "less serious" injuries and ailments. The British press compares the messaging to "Covid-era stay-at-home pleas," which included asking patients who needed care to avoid medical facilities in order to "protect the NHS."
That messaging worked -- so well, in fact, that the health service has been playing catch-up ever since. There were 6.24 million individual patients waiting to get treatment in England as of October. That's about 1 in 10 people in the country waiting in the queue.
A stiff upper lip is one thing in wartime -- and during a once-a-century viral outbreak. It's something else when you've got a hernia.
This is the dark reality of single-payer and a cautionary tale for the third of Americans who mistakenly believe Medicare-for-all is a good idea. Both funded and run by the taxpayer, the NHS relies on rationing treatment to stay afloat. This results in patients with serious health problems forced to wait for months or years to access treatment, hoping they don't die before the doctor sees them. Wait times get exacerbated by the politics that inevitably become intertwined when government, rather than consumers, calls the shots.
Despite the Labour government taking quick action last year to give resident doctors (formerly known as "junior doctors") a 22 percent pay increase over two years, they have already gone back on strike, demanding another 26 percent increase.
The U.K. spends well above the OECD average on health care, yet its outcomes fall short of Australia, Denmark and South Korea, which spend less as a percentage of their GDPs. Reform is largely impossible because of a religious-like devotion to the NHS. Once someone gets an entitlement, it becomes virtually impossible to pull it back -- no matter how costly or inefficient.
This is why practically every developed country, apart from the U.S., has adopted the principle of universal access to health care -- yet practically no other country has adopted an NHS-style system. The pitfalls are too obvious. Critically, demands on the service are too great to be competently handled by the central government.
If that's the case in a country of 70 million people, why are progressive politicians in America convinced it could work for 340 million people?
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Opinions
Don't sell out Burma's persecuted Christians and activists
Ending temporary protected status hands the murderous junta a victory and endangers thousands.

Myanmar nationals living in Thailand queue outside the Myanmar Embassy in Bangkok on Dec. 6. (Lillian Suwanrumpha/AFP/Getty Images) 


By Daniel Swift | 2025-12-25
Daniel Swift is a senior research analyst for the Center on Economic and Financial Power at the Foundation for Defense of Democracies.
The Department of Homeland Security has announced the end of temporary protected status for a group of nearly 4,000 Burmese nationals -- mostly persecuted Christians and democracy advocates. This action will send them back to a junta bent on punishing them.
DHS's decision rests on a dangerously flawed understanding of Burma. In announcing the move, DHS Secretary Kristi L. Noem claimed that "Burma has made notable progress in governance and stability, including the end of its state of emergency, plans for free and fair elections, successful ceasefire agreements, and improved local governance contributing to enhanced public service delivery and national reconciliation."
That description bears no resemblance to reality. Since seizing power in 2021, Burma's military junta -- which insists on calling the country Myanmar -- has waged a brutal civil war marked by indiscriminate airstrikes, mass displacement and systemic repression. Far from stabilizing, the country is fragmenting. Fighting continues and next month's election is a sham. The "ceasefire agreements" DHS cites are largely the result of Chinese pressure to stabilize small areas adjacent to its border, not national reconciliation. Forced conscription has expanded and the country's economy is collapsing. Most opposition parties are banned, and thousands of political prisoners remain in detention under inhuman conditions.
Many of the Burmese nationals protected by TPS are long-suffering Christians. Burma's junta has a strong streak of Buddhist nationalism. As a result, the junta has targeted Christians as enemies of the state, hitting them with airstrikes and burning their villages. Since the 2021 coup, more than a hundred Christian religious buildings and churches have been destroyed in Chin state alone. The junta has also arrested, indefinitely detained and shot pastors and aid workers helping civilians -- the killing and mutilating of Baptist pastor Cung Biak Hum is a stark example. Returning Burmese nationals who have fled junta violence, whose churches were shelled and whose pastors were targeted is unconscionable. It places them directly in the path of an anti-Christian military government that is fighting a conflict that is worsening not easing.
Other Burmese nationals covered by TPS are ethnic Burmese pro-democracy activists. Sending them home would deliver them to the notorious Insein Prison. Letting them stay in the United States would help ensure that when the junta falls, Burma has a cohort of highly trained and U.S.-aligned technocrats to rebuild the country. My friend, Bo Bo Nge, was imprisoned in Burma after the 1988 uprising. There, he taught himself English from individual book pages smuggled into the prison; he often joked that he had started thousands of books without finishing them. He later gained asylum in the U.S. and earned a PhD in economics, eventually returning to Burma as a central bank deputy governor after the democratic 2015 elections. After the coup, however, the junta sent him back to prison and he has not been heard from since. Effectively sentencing people like Bo Bo Nge to prison to lower the number of people living in the U.S. under TPS -- a total of roughly 1.3 million -- is both shortsighted and wrong.
There is also a larger national security cost. Russia and China both prop up and feed off Burma's ruling junta. Beijing is treating the country as an exclusive Chinese outlet to the Indian Ocean and is supporting Burma in launching a yuan-based digital payment system that threatens to undermine U.S. financial sanctions. Cyberscam centers in Burma steal billions of dollars from everyday Americans. And sanctioned Russians earn revenue from aircraft and munitions sales to the junta.
Ending TPS for this group hands Burma's generals an easy win against their political opponents that they cannot secure on the battlefield or at the ballot box. More fundamentally, it puts innocent lives needlessly at risk. The U.S. should stand with persecuted religious minorities and reject a diabolical military dictatorship that presents itself as a stabilizing force while dropping bombs on civilians.
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Opinions
The seepage of AI into Christian practice is disturbing
What does it mean when chatbots become digital pastors or religious music is bot-generated?

Parishioners stand and hold hands at a church in Montpellier, France, on March 14. (Nicolas Guyonnet/Hans Lucas/AFP/Getty Images) 


By Kelly Chapman | 2025-12-25
Kelly Chapman is a culture writer and co-editor of Secret Ballot, a newsletter about Washington.
For many, the conversation begins innocently enough. In my case, ChatGPT started as a useful novelty totally detached from my faith. It helped me adjust recipes, check grammar, diagnose car troubles. Then it crept into more personal spaces -- easing my health anxiety, drafting difficult texts.
When I discovered it could analyze my social media for me, I got hooked. I spent hours with it like Narcissus at the pool of water, asking it questions about myself that I ordinarily never would have indulged. What felt at first like insight slowly curdled into a relentless inner audit, stripped of context or grace.
After one particularly intense episode, I emerged with an unshakable sense of shame. That's when I realized I had been using a machine to bypass the vulnerability of asking another person to really see me. The exchange was fluent and reassuring but hollow. I knew what I was doing was no longer innocent curiosity but a cry for help -- meant for a friend's ear or, as my faith teaches, carried to God in prayer.
Many attempts have been made to explain what exactly is wrong about relationships between people and machines. Large language models like ChatGPT are increasingly becoming go-to therapists. For the devout, they threaten to become a new kind of digital pastor, intermediating religious practices from prayer to song to confession. Artificial intelligence is transforming both of these intimate and vulnerable spaces -- and not necessarily for the better.
We feel an instinctual unease around the substitution of people for algorithms. The symptoms are easy to list -- shrinking attention spans, loneliness, self-harm -- but I've come to believe that these intuitions are circling a deeper truth, one that is easier to grasp from a religious perspective. Christianity in particular offers a vocabulary for things that secular culture struggles to articulate.
If faith can be expressed algorithmically, what -- if anything -- has been lost in translation? And if congregations still connect with it, does that loss even matter? These questions mirror secular discomfort with AI-generated art or therapy: We sense something is missing, but struggle to say what.
The startling success of a viral, chart-topping, AI-generated Christian "artist" called Solomon Ray helps clarify this disconcerting absence.
"God wants costly worship," the real Solomon Ray -- a living musician who has been repeatedly confused with the AI project -- told Christianity Today. The most enduring hymns of the Christian tradition were born from precisely such cost. "Amazing Grace" emerged from John Newton's confrontation with his own complicity in slavery. "It Is Well With My Soul" was written after its composer had lost his four daughters at sea. These songs were not static descriptions of faith, but witnesses of it, transmitting depth born from the metabolization of suffering.
AI worship music, by contrast, transmits something murkier. Aggregating and assembling the experiences of others, it produces the sound of devotion without a particular life behind it.
For Christians, suffering, even in its mundane forms, is not necessarily something to be avoided. It can be a way of participating in the life of Christ, of sharing in a pattern of endurance, humility and self-sacrifice that Christians believe imbues struggle with meaning. When chatbots smooth over the frictions inherent to spiritual formation -- the difficulty of truth-telling before another person, or the discomfort of sitting with God in silence -- they threaten to replace the struggle that functions as a mechanism for spiritual growth.
Christian theology names the problem clearly: Certain domains of human life require friction because friction itself shapes moral agency. The struggle itself is the point. It is load-bearing. In that sense, Christianity surfaces a shared problem, asking where we are willing to trade moral effort for fluency and speed.
The answer -- for Christians and non-Christians alike -- may lie in paying attention to what draws us to AI in the first place. A confessor at their best listens patiently -- bearing all, remembering all, and withholding judgment long enough for a soul to unburden itself in full honesty. Chatbots perform this posture flawlessly: never interrupting, never flinching, never trying to score moral points. AI-generated worship music, perfectly calibrated and unmarked by genuine personal struggle, offers a similar clean steadiness.
AI imitates the posture of grace without bearing its cost. It listens without loving and receives without carrying. Recognizing these limitations may be the first step toward deciding where automation belongs and where it corrodes, reminding us that compassion and steadiness draw their meaning not from how easily they can be imitated, but from what they demand of us.
Christianity names that demand, and also offers practical hints about how to meet it. The holiday season provides a natural opportunity to do just that, drawing many of us -- religious or not -- back into forms of presence that resist detachment or efficiency: lingering in conversation with family, giving generously to the needy, helping to prepare a meal. These acts are costly in the way that real connection is -- and in that cost, they find their meaning.
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Letters to the Editor
The truth about the Heritage Foundation's economic principles
Readers respond to Post articles and commentary.

(Tom Brenner/For The Washington Post)


By Letters to the Editor | 2025-12-25
The headline of the Dec. 24 editorial "Without free markets, American conservatism comes apart" was correct, but not the implication that followed: namely, that the Heritage Foundation has become a protectionist bivouac.
Au contraire, Heritage has been, is, and will continue to be a bastion of free-market conservatism. And we will do so while honestly acknowledging when narrowly tailored government interventions are beneficial, including in international trade.
Tuesday's gross domestic product data showed the economy grew at a robust annualized rate of 4.3 percent in the previous quarter, much faster than even the rosiest forecasts. The tariff-induced cataclysm foretold by many economists did not come to pass.
That's not to say tariffs don't have trade-offs; of course they do. True conservatives can acknowledge both government and market failures, and true empiricists can conduct a proper cost-benefit analysis. Three key mentors imparted these facts to me.
Stephen Moore gave me my first job as an economist, and I still work with him today. Larry Kudlow drilled into my head his well-worn aphorism that "free-market capitalism is the best path to prosperity." Arthur Laffer instructed me on taxes, trade and more. All three dear friends have given me countless lessons on politics, econometrics and free-market principles. I took those lessons to heart.
I, and Heritage, believe free markets are foundational to the conservative movement not out of some dogmatic, Pavlovian response but because they allow for human flourishing. In those rare instances when that's not the case, the situation calls for a modified approach. Free markets are the means, not the end. We aren't "conserving" anything if we confuse the two.
E.J. Antoni, Washington
The writer is chief economist at the Heritage Foundation.
I read with interest the Dec. 21 Travel article "Stop putting your coat and small bag in the overhead bin," on overhead bin etiquette and the apparent moral failing of passengers who dare place a small bag above their heads. Allow me to offer an alternative perspective from those of us who checked our luggage.
When I pay to check a bag, I voluntarily surrender my claim to cabin hold space: space that sits available for the roller bags of fellow passengers who prefer to haul their belongings through the terminal. You're welcome.
Yet I'm told I should wedge my briefcase and jacket beneath the seat, sacrificing my legroom, because the bins are "scarce"?
Let's be honest about who created this scarcity: It wasn't me. It's the traveler who apparently couldn't bear to part with their overstuffed and expanded roller bag, and their backpack, their airport shopping bags, their tire-sized travel pillow, the impulse-bought blanket at a kiosk, and the dinner-plate-size headphones draped around their neck like a life preserver.
And, please, spare me the usual excuses. You have a tight connection? You don't want to risk the airline losing your precious belongings for a three-hour flight? Grow up. The rest of us have accepted that occasional inconvenience is part of the deal with air travel. We checked our bags and moved on with our lives, as functioning adults do.
The article framed this inversely as a tragedy of the commons. Fine, but let's assign blame correctly. I didn't create the tragedy. I checked my bag.
The commons is strained because some have decided the cargo hold is for suckers while treating the overhead bin like a personal storage unit.
I'll keep my briefcase and jacket overhead. There's plenty of room underneath the plane for everyone's stuff.
Louis J. Cantolupo, Washington
I take issue with the perceived new normal of airline travel discussed in the Dec. 21 Travel article. However, I agree completely with the article's plea to be kinder during airline travel because it is anything but enjoyable anymore.
This holiday season, if you want to be kind and make airline travel easier, check your suitcase, don't even try to recline your seat and be sure to thank the flight attendants
So why do I have no problem putting my coat and my small tote in the overhead? Well, I'm 6-foot-3, I always check my suitcase, and unless I put my coat, my tote, and all the airline pocket litter in the overhead compartment, I don't fit in my seat.
Airlines used to have coat closets, they didn't charge for the first bag checked, and they had coach seating that even those of us over 5-foot-8 could tolerate.
Airlines continue to add seats, reduce service, cut work and transfer responsibility to stay competitive. We obtain our own boarding passes, tag our own luggage and, if we want to save baggage fees and gain a few minutes, bring everything into the passenger cabin. This not only slows the boarding process but also asks passengers to put their belongings on unsanitary carpet under airline seats.
Flying used to be more special; today, we are no more than self-loading baggage. If airlines could find a way, they'd probably get us to fuel the jet and fly the plane.
Rob Veale, Elizabeth City, North Carolina
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The Post's View
The Supreme Court raises the stakes on Trump's troop deployments
The decision risks the president invoking the Insurrection Act to deploy the regular military.

National Guard troops gather in October outside an Immigration and Customs Enforcement facility in Broadview, Illinois. (Joshua Lott/The Washington Post)


By Editorial Board | 2025-12-24
Federal judges have been wrestling with whether President Donald Trump's National Guard deployments in blue cities including Portland, Los Angeles and Chicago are necessary. The Supreme Court on Tuesday found a way to sidestep that question, dissolving guard deployments on a technicality. Now the White House has two options: Reconsider its strategy of militarizing law enforcement -- or escalate.
Federal law allows the president to deploy National Guard troops if he "is unable with the regular forces to execute the laws of the United States." Trump said episodes of violent resistance to his administration's deportation campaign met that standard. Litigation in lower courts focused on whether these episodes really rendered the federal government "unable" to enforce the law.
The Supreme Court instead ruled that Trump's National Guard deployment in Chicago was unlawful based on the definition of "regular forces." The administration had assumed "regular forces" meant civilian law-enforcement agencies such as Immigration and Customs Enforcement. Because those forces were unable to enforce the law, the administration said, Trump could deploy the Guard.
But supplementary briefs showed that when Congress granted the president this power in the early 1900s, "regular forces" meant the military. That would mean Trump can only deploy the Guard if "the regular military" is insufficient to execute the laws, the court said. The opinion added that circumstances in which the military can be used for domestic law enforcement are "exceptional."
This textualist parsing allows the justices to sidestep a politically fraught inquiry about the degree of resistance to Trump's immigration enforcement efforts. But the reasoning also has strange implications. It suggests that Trump would have to try sending the standing army to Chicago before he can resort to deploying state National Guard troops. In a November filing at the Supreme Court, the Trump administration suggested it had authority to do this under the Insurrection Act.
Last year, the Supreme Court avoided ruling on whether the Jan. 6, 2021, Capitol attack amounted to an "insurrection" or "rebellion" in a case involving Colorado's effort to kick Trump off the ballot. But the Trump administration is eager to apply the "rebellion" label to civil unrest in blue cities to justify the deployment of troops. That could force the justices to make tougher calls.
The bottom line is that the Supreme Court deflected but did not foreclose Trump's use of the military in U.S. cities. The court was closely divided. Five justices joined the majority opinion. Justice Brett M. Kavanaugh concurred with the result. And three conservatives justices dissented: Samuel A. Alito, Clarence Thomas and Neil M. Gorsuch.
The question is how the administration interprets this setback, legally and politically. It could take it as an opportunity to recalibrate its strategy of militarizing immigration enforcement. Or it could plow ahead with as aggressive a course as it can muster, inviting a higher-stakes confrontation at the Supreme Court down the line.
With Trump, forbearance is rarely a safe bet.
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Capital Weather Gang
CWG Live: Christmas morning showers, afternoon clearing; ice risk late Friday
A wintry mix is possible by Friday afternoon. The northern suburbs have highest chance at icy impacts. 

The Capitol Christmas Tree at dawn. (Brian Paeth/Flickr)


By Ian Livingston | 2025-12-25
Welcome to cwg.live, updated around-the-clock by Capital Weather Gang meteorologists.
Happening now: Some morning raindrops, then trending mostly to partly cloudy during the afternoon. It's relatively mild with highs in the 50s.
What's next? Back to the 20s in most spots tonight. Wintry mix on tap late Friday into Friday night. Still some questions but main icy impacts should be focused on northern suburbs.




The Friday afternoon and Friday night event is trending toward less precipitation in our region. Temperatures have also nudged up a degree or two since yesterday. This combination of factors decreases the potential of more than very light icing -- mainly on elevated objects like tree limbs -- near or south of the northern Beltway, while somewhat more impactful iciness may still impact suburbs farther north.
	There may not be any snow, or just brief flakes. Most of the precipitation is rain or freezing rain, although light accumulation of sleet is possible across northern Maryland in particular.
	Latest weather model precipitation values are down as the storm trends somewhat north. As little as a few hundredths to about 0.15 inch now seems most likely.
	It's a quick hitter. Precipitation odds rise in the afternoon to evening, especially near and after sunset. It should be out of here by 2 to 4 a.m.
	Temperatures around and south of the northern Beltway may not fall to freezing or may not stay there long if they do. Farther out, in places such as Leesburg, Gaithersburg and around Baltimore-Washington International Airport, temperatures may stay near or even a touch below freezing for much of the event. This could allow 0.05 to 0.10 inches or so of icing, including on untreated sidewalks or roadways.

Today's daily digit -- 6/10: An extra point (or two) since it's Christmas! Any rain is passing and mainly in the morning. | ? Your call?
The digit is a somewhat subjective rating of the day's weather, on a 0-to-10 scale.
Forecast in detail
Today (Christmas): Spotty showers are around, especially during the morning and perhaps into midday. Some clearing is a good bet in the afternoon. Highs end up in a near 50 to mid-50s zone with some upper 50s possible southwest of the Beltway. These readings are a little above average. Winds out of the south early turn to come out of the northwest with time and become occasionally gusty. Confidence: Medium-High
Tonight: Partly to mainly clear this evening and through the overnight, then clouds increasing again toward dawn. Temperatures dip to seasonably cold lows in the mid- and upper 20s. Light winds are out of the north around 5 mph. Confidence: Medium-High
Tomorrow (Friday): It's much chillier than Thursday, as highs reach only the mid- and upper 30s. Colder air sets the stage for wintry mix potential. It could start in the afternoon as brief light snow, with sleet, rain and some freezing rain becoming dominant. Confidence: Medium
Tomorrow night: Rain and freezing rain of varied intensity continue into the night. It should become mainly rain around the Beltway and south, but some very light icing is possible even into D.C. with temperatures perhaps around freezing in the evening. Northern suburbs could see a longer period of freezing rain, potentially up to 0.05 or 0.10 inches, creating some slippery surfaces. Temperatures are at the coldest during the evening -- overnight they rise slowly, ranging from near 31 to 32 north to about 33 or 35 around D.C. or south. Confidence: Medium
A look ahead
An errant shower may linger into early morning Saturday. Otherwise, we'll see plenty of clouds but probably also a few breaks. Highs reach the upper 30s in the typically colder spots north and west with up to mid-40s in the city and south. Confidence: Medium
More clouds for Sunday as another storm system approaches. We may also see some rain, especially by afternoon or evening, although how much or if it holds off a little longer is among the uncertainties. Readings rise to the mid-40s well north and the low 50s in the warmest spots south and east of D.C. Confidence: Medium
Unsettled then chillier to start the workweek. Some showers or light rain and 40s Monday, then sunshine returns to highs mainly low and mid-30s on Tuesday. Confidence: Medium
On this day in 1962, 5.4 inches of snow fell, making it the snowiest Christmas Day on record. An inch of snow or more has accumulated in the District on Christmas in only three other years: 1902, 1909 and 1969.
Here are other notables for the day:
	Average high: 47
	Average low: 33
	Record high: 72 (1964)
	Record low: 3 (1983)
	Record precipitation: 1.41 inches (1945)
	Maximum snow: 5.4 inches (1962)

Jason Samenow contributed to this report.
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D.C., Md. & Va.
D.C. can spend more on housing, rental assistance and health care, CFO says
D.C.'s higher-than-expected tax revenue has freed up hundreds of millions of dollars for unfunded priorities.

D.C. Chief Financial Officer Glen Lee in May at Martin Luther King Jr. Memorial Library in Northwest Washington. (Lenin Nolly/For The Washington Post)


By Jenny Gathright | 2025-12-25
The D.C. government will be able to devote more money next year toward affordable housing preservation, emergency rental assistance, DNA testing and more -- a boost in funds made possible because of greater-than-expected revenue, according to the city's chief financial officer.
The $51 million will be automatically directed to priorities listed by D.C. Council members during their budget process over the summer. The list identified programs that the council hoped to fund at higher levels but could not find money for -- including a child care subsidy program, a fund that boosts pay for early childhood educators, a program that funds lead testing in charter schools and a program that provides health care to low-income undocumented residents who do not qualify for Medicaid. Now, a spokesperson for the chief financial officer said, all those programs can receive the additional funding.
The welcome boost comes as the city's broader financial picture remains gloomy, with the economic effects of the Trump administration's mass federal workforce layoffs still emerging but predicted to shrink city budgets significantly over the next several years. Still, in September, D.C. Chief Financial Officer Glen Lee concluded that the city's tax revenue was higher than expected, freeing up hundreds of millions of unexpected dollars. On Christmas Eve, Lee wrote in a letter to D.C. Council Chairman Phil Mendelson (D) that the $51 million was indeed available for unfunded council priorities. 
The largest portions of that money will go toward two programs: the Housing Production Trust Fund and Health Care Alliance program, the city's main vehicle for insuring immigrants ineligible for other government health care programs.
The House Production Trust Fund will receive $10 million from the revenue windfall, which will be directed to preservation of existing affordable housing.
The Alliance program -- which serves immigrants who are blocked from Medicaid because they are undocumented, in the country legally on a work permit or on temporary protected status -- will receive $21 million. According to the budget legislation passed by the council, those funds could help the city maintain more services for people in the program.
However, eligibility for the Alliance program significantly narrowed in the fall. In addition to scaling back coverage for vision, dental and other health care costs, Alliance stopped accepting new enrollees above the age of 26 and cut its income eligibility for all adults. Restoring all of those cuts would cost the city $300 million a year, Deputy Mayor for Health and Human Services Wayne Turnage said this month. The program is experiencing its lowest enrollment in a decade because of the eligibility changes and an immigration crackdown by the Trump administration, which probably made people afraid to enroll, D.C. officials say.
The extra money will augment resources for the city's child care subsidy program and help boost early childhood educators' pay. The Department of Forensic Sciences will receive an additional $3.5 million for DNA testing. The surplus revenue will also raise emergency rental assistance funds by $2 million in 2026 and increase housing subsidies for police officers starting in fiscal 2027.
It was the second time in recent months that the D.C. Council opted to spend more than initially budgeted. In November, the council funded a child tax credit that policy experts say could be transformative for child poverty in the District -- a move made possible by the higher-than-anticipated tax revenue and by the council's decision to opt out of local versions of the federal tax cuts passed by Congress this year.
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Religion
As priests face burnout, Catholic U. grant aims to boost training and support
Catholic University is one of 45 institutions recently approved for grants as part of the Lilly Endowment effort to support theological education and training.

Subdeacon Mark Farah speaks at his subdiaconate ordination on Nov. 16 at St. Anthony of the Desert Maronite Catholic Church in Fall River, Massachusetts. (Deacon Nadim Khaled) (Deacon Nadim Khaled )


By Omari Daniels | 2025-12-25
With Christian denominations facing clergy shortages and burnout issues, as well as challenging questions about what future pastors look like, Catholic University recently got a boost of support in the form of over $7 million to help train priests.
Catholic was one of 45 institutions recently approved for grants as part of the Lilly Endowment's Pathways for Tomorrow Initiative, which has given more than $700 million to boost theological education and training when technology has changed how people pray and go for spiritual guidance.
The grant supports the formation of a mentorship program at Catholic University to help further develop leadership skills among seminarians and priests. Another grantee, Howard University's School of Divinity, received $10 million to support leadership laboratories and other efforts by an alliance of historically Black theological institutions.
"It is a joy to see that others are paying attention to the formation of future Catholic ministers and theologians," said Mark Farah, 26, a subdeacon and representative for seminarians for Catholic University's graduate student association. "The more we take seriously the formation of seminarians, the healthier the church will be as a whole."
According to a fall report by Georgetown University's Center for Applied Research in the Apostolate, the number of people enrolling in seminary has declined, with college seminary enrollment down 6 percent from 889 the previous year to 840 in the 2024-25 academic year, and graduate-level seminary enrollment down 8 percent from 2,920 to 2,686.
The Catholic Church has seen the number of priests in the United States plunge from 60,000 in 1965 to 35,000 a half-century later, even as the country's population expanded by 150 million people.
Other Christian denominations have seen the number of people becoming clergy decline, and the Lilly program aims to address the complex reasons why. Part of it, experts say, is that America is becoming less religious, as well as more anti-institutional and more fragmented, thus making it harder for clergy to maintain their polarized flocks. Less clergy means more tasks for the existing pastors and priests, which is leading to burnout, experts say.
The new grant will allow Catholic University's School of Theology and Religious Studies to create programs to help men develop leadership and other skills after they leave seminary.
Farah, who has done his study at the university since fall 2022, said that he is excited for new opportunities that the grant will provide.
"I've experienced the benefit of having good pastors in my life, and I hope others get to share in that experience," Farah said.
Catholic priests complete a masters in divinity, a four-year academic program that attends to the priest's intellectual formation. They then spend another one to two years in the field to learn pastoral skills. Most men take between four to seven years to be ordained.
Susan Timoney, an associate professor in the School of Theology and Religious Studies, said schools must find a way to integrate academic, spiritual and intellectual training with the spiritual and human development skills priests also need.
"We've got a limited amount of time, and so it's asking of us to create a much more integrative program than what we have now," Timoney said. "How do you give priests a chance to grow into who they are and identify potential leaders and the skills for that level of leadership that will be asked of them? That's something that bishops are still grappling with."
Ed Stetzer, dean of the Talbot School of Theology at Biola University, an evangelical school in Los Angeles, said that theological education is in a time of significant change, with major seminaries declining and closing programs.
"Clergy today need a solid grounding in theology, but also an awareness of the context in which they are ministering," Stetzer said. "So knowing what we believe is essential, but so is knowing the people that we serve -- their contexts, questions, and more."
Timoney said that mentors are needed in the first two to three years of men being appointed pastors, so the question is how to prepare more senior priests to take on that mentorship role.
"It doesn't do us any good if we have this fabulous program for three years, and then we have to end it because don't have the resources to continue it," Timoney said. "This kind of money makes us better able to put resources in place that will enable us to sustain the program beyond the time of the grant."

McMahon Hall on the campus of Catholic University in Washington. (Ed Pfueller)


Joseph Yost, Catholic University's senior vice provost for research, said that over the last 50 years, there have been fewer priests completing seminary training. Part of that is due to society being more splintered, Yost said, and people not coming together at churches in the way that they once did.
"There's a lot of pressure on young men," Yost said. "The priest is a leader of his group, and if his group is headed every which way, it makes it harder to be a leader."
That includes questions such as parishioners discussing their faith.
"People are starting to ask the big questions again. 'What is my purpose of life here? What am I supposed to be doing here?,'" Yost said. "I think society is stressed out now for a lot of reasons. But this gives people an opportunity to ask questions that give them the opportunity to become more religious."
Timoney said one challenge is when a priest has to let go of someone at the parish who may not be a good fit.
"How do you teach them how to do that? How do you have that conversation? Because that's one part of their responsibility in terms of good management of the parish," Timoney said.
The hope, Timoney said, is to give seminarians good pastoral and human skills to be able to walk into crisis situations and be a spiritual presence for parishioners, including developing skills in listening and when to be present with a family during a dire situation. The need of pastors to be prepared to take leadership positions without much on-the-ground training has become more acute.
"A decade ago, priests may be priests for five to 10 years before they would be made a pastor, and now it's two to three years," Timoney said.
According to a study by the Catholic Project's 2025 National Study of Catholic Priests, more than half of the priests ordained since 2000 reported that they are expected to do too many things "that go beyond [their] calling as priests." This generational difference "points to growing concerns about sustainability in ministry, especially as parish demands increase."
Farah said he believes that taking steps like prioritizing prayer, recreation and spiritual direction are key to dealing with burnout. He sees the new grant from Lilly as an opportunity for Catholic to boost its clergy training while also bringing more good pastors in his life.
"Know your limitations and that not everything depends on you," Farah said. "When I am prioritizing my prayer life and taking proper care of myself, then I can be most available for my duties."
Michelle Boorstein contributed to this report.
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D.C., Md. & Va.
Meet 'NASA Mike,' who's done 105,000 handstands around the world
Mike Comberiate, 77, has done handstands everywhere from the North to South poles. Cancer has slowed him down, but he's determined to do more.

Michael Comberiate, of Maryland, does a handstand next to elephants in Kenya in 1980. (Courtesy of Michael Comberiate)


By Dana Hedgpeth | 2025-12-25
For most of his life, Michael Comberiate has preferred to look at the world, as he says, upside down.
With his hands on the ground and feet in the air, the retired NASA engineer has kept meticulous records of how many handstands he's done in his 77 years: more than 105,000.
He's done handstands on mountaintops, pyramids and sheets of ice; in about 250 countries, all 50 U.S. states, plus dozens of times in Antarctica and the North and South poles. Comberiate -- whom friends and colleagues dubbed "NASA Mike" -- says by his estimates, he has done "more documented handstands in more places than anyone ever."
Over decades, Comberiate has suffered severe back pain, separated shoulders and undergone several surgeries for torn rotator cuffs -- injuries he says are unrelated to handstands, but rather mostly due to years breaking boards and cinder blocks as a taekwondo master black belt.
Now he's battling his fourth bout with cancer -- a rare and aggressive form called mantle cell lymphoma -- so he's put most of his travels and handstands on hold.
Comberiate said he hopes that once his five months of treatment at the National Institutes of Health in Bethesda end in late February, he can overcome the side effects that cause dizziness and weakness in his arms. He wants to get back to his regimen of at least five handstands a day and try to do more handstands in more places.
"It's been a fun thing to do," Comberiate said one afternoon in the spacious home that he built himself in Highland, Maryland. Even though he'd just completed inpatient cancer treatment, he could barely sit still as he talked with excitement about his passion for inversions.
"It's unique and it introduces me to a lot of people and breaks the ice," he said. "People start talking to you when they see you with your legs up in the air."

A trophy Comberiate received for his handstands. (Marvin Joseph/The Washington Post)


He grew up in Adelphi, Maryland, and started doing handstands as a teenager. In college at the University of Maryland in College Park, he joined the Gymkana gymnastics troupe. He later got the idea -- which his friends considered harebrained but fun -- of counting the handstands he did everywhere he went.
When he traveled for his job, making satellites and specialty communications equipment that could withstand harsh weather in far-flung places including Australia, New Zealand and Alaska, he'd tack on extra time to do a handstand or two. He estimates he's spent about $250,000 of his own money to travel.
To keep track of his efforts, he's saved a photo of nearly every handstand. A few years ago, he self-published a 900-page autobiography called "The World I Have Seen Upside Down."

Comberiate in front of the Great Pyramid of Giza in Egypt in 1980. (Courtesy of Michael Comberiate)


There's the time he did 10 handstands to get just the right shot at the Great Pyramid of Giza in Egypt. There's him upside down at the Great Wall of China, in front of London's Big Ben and the Louvre in Paris, and amid elephants grazing in a field in Kenya. There he is on sheets of ice in the North Pole, and in Bethlehem inside the Church of the Nativity, built over the site where Christians believe Jesus was born.
Comberiate said his handstands start conversations, even when there's a language barrier. If he's alone, he asks passersby to snap his photo. Inevitably they ask: What's this about? Where are you from?
"The next thing I know, I'm walking with them, and they're showing me their world," he said. "It's like I represent some kind of freedom or enthusiasm. I guess it's a can-do spirit that is contagious."
One of Comberiate's friends -- Michael Smith, of Odenton, Maryland, who's known him for 25 years and traveled with him to Africa, Asia and Europe -- laughed recalling the handstands and the stares.
"Mike's the kind of guy who's going to squeeze every drop out of life," Smith said.

Comberiate at the Taj Mahal in India. (Courtesy of Michael Comberiate)


Comberiate recalled how hard it was back in the "olden" days to catch his handstands with film cameras.
"You'd come back home from a long trip, hoping you got the shot and you'd have to wait to develop the film to see if it was a good one," Comberiate said.
In his basement, he keeps hundreds of glass vials, old film canisters and prescription bottles filled with little souvenirs from his travels. One is marked "Dead Sea Mud, Jordan. Nov. 12, 2011." Another holds sand and reads "El Camino, Santiago."

Comberiate has hundreds of bottles of sand or rocks from places he's visited all over the globe. (Marvin Joseph/The Washington Post)


Comberiate said he used to pick destinations by throwing a dart at a map on his wall. Once, it landed on the floor, and he took it as a sign to go to Antarctica.
His handstands are not in the Guinness Book of World Records but he is -- for his work at NASA. In 1999, he and a colleague set a record for holding the first "pole-to-pole" conference call between the North and South poles. He's also been recognized by Ripley's Believe It or Not for carrying ice from the North Pole to the South Pole and vice versa.

Comberiate, left, with his colleague Steve Strasburg in Antarctica in 2007. (Courtesy of Michael Comberiate)


This spring, his cancer returned.
"Some people hear a cancer diagnosis, and they sit in a recliner and say, 'Oh I have cancer, and I'm going to lead a cancer life,'" said his wife, Carolyn. "Not Mike. He's done the opposite."
In the past few months, even as he juggles his treatments, Comberiate walks 10 miles a day -- mostly on a treadmill -- or exercises on a stationary pedal machine when in the hospital.
"Mike's made peace with the fact that he's not going to be around forever," said his friend Smith. "He's bummed about it, but he's not going to sit down and go, 'Poor me. Woe is me.' He's going to continue to do what he can for as long as he can."

Comberiate has hundreds of photographs of himself doing handstands all over the globe. (Marvin Joseph/The Washington Post)


One afternoon, as he showed visitors his memorabilia in his basement, Comberiate asked, "You want to see me do a handstand?" He'd just gotten home the day before from a week-long stay at NIH. He still had his hospital band on his arm.
"Come on, Mike, you can do it," he said aloud to himself. "Just get those legs up there." Several times he bent over, put his hands on the floor and tried to thrust his legs in the air, but he was too dizzy. After a short break, he tried again and nailed it for a few seconds.
"See," he said. "I knew I could still do it."

Comberiate on Dec. 5, at his home in Highland, Maryland. (Marvin Joseph/The Washington Post)
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Maryland
Two hospitalized after shooting during ICE operation in Maryland, officials say
Federal immigration agents fired at a vehicle in Glen Burnie on Wednesday after a driver allegedly tried to run them over, officials said.

Law enforcement respond to a shooting involving Immigration and Customs Enforcement on Wednesday in Glen Burnie. (Kaitlin Newman/The Baltimore Banner/AP)


By Michael Brice-Saddler | 2025-12-24
Federal immigration agents fired at a vehicle in Glen Burnie on Wednesday after a driver allegedly tried to run them over, officials said.
Two people were hospitalized, including one who had been shot, federal officials said.
Anne Arundel police officers responded to the 500 block of West Court at 10:51 a.m. for reports of a shooting that involved federal agents, department spokesperson Justin Mulcahy said during an afternoon news conference.
In a statement, Department of Homeland Security spokeswoman Tricia McLaughlin said Immigration and Customs Enforcement officers were conducting a targeted operation when the driver of a van refused commands to turn off the vehicle and rammed multiple ICE vehicles before allegedly driving directly at agents.
McLaughlin said the agents fired their weapons, striking the driver, and that the vehicle later crashed, injuring a passenger. Earlier, police said a person outside of the vehicle was hurt.
The federal agency described both injured individuals as "illegal aliens" and said the driver had been living in the United States after overstaying a visa that expired in 2009. ICE said both individuals were treated at a hospital and are expected to recover. ICE agents "were not severely injured," officials said.
The Baltimore Banner was first to report on the shooting.
Anne Arundel County police were not involved in the shooting, Mulcahy said.
He said the local police department would investigate the apparent shooting while the FBI will investigate the alleged attempt to run over the federal agents. ICE will also conduct an internal investigation through its Office of Professional Responsibility.
In a post on X on Wednesday afternoon, Maryland Gov. Wes Moore (D) said that he was aware of the incident and that state officials are monitoring the situation.
Anne Arundel Council member Allison Pickard, whose district includes Glen Burnie, said the shooting occurred in a typically quiet, residential area with duplexes and multifamily housing.
Pickard said she was not aware of any prior shootings involving ICE in the community and said she was concerned about how the incident will affect neighbors, noting that children had been outside on Christmas Eve.
"It's concerning that there was open gunfire in my community involving ICE agents," Pickard said. "There's a waterfall effect to these things happening, no matter who is involved."
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Capital Weather Gang
CWG Live: A few showers early Christmas Day; watching Friday wintry mix
Some icing impacts are possible late Friday, but not certain, especially north of D.C.

Fair skies over Georgetown on Sunday. (Jeannie in D.C./Flickr)


By Dan Stillman, Ian Livingston | 2025-12-24
Welcome to cwg.live, updated around-the-clock by Capital Weather Gang meteorologists.
Happening now: Clouds increase through evening, then thicken at night. There could be a shower by dawn as temperatures dip into the mid-30s.
What's next? Mostly cloudy for Christmas Day, with a few morning rain showers and highs in the 50s. A wintry mix seems likely Friday afternoon into night; some icing impacts are possible around D.C., but more likely in northern suburbs.




If you're planning on driving north late Friday, you might want to reconsider your plans. In addition to the ice threat around here -- detailed below -- a zone of moderate to heavy snow is expected from Pennsylvania, through the northern half of New Jersey, southern New York and into Connecticut or Massachusetts.
Snow will begin in central Pennsylvania during the midday, moving into the state's east by late day and overtaking New York City by evening and especially at night. Much of the region, including New York City, is now under a winter storm watch.
Half a foot or more is forecast from around Binghamton to New York City, including northeast Pennsylvania, northern New Jersey, southeastern New York and western Long Island. Roughly 3 inches is also possible in a swath as far south as Philadelphia and as far north as western Connecticut.
It's a quick hitting storm. The worst should be over around sunrise Saturday, although some snowflakes could linger into the midday.

(Capital Weather Gang)


A wintry mix seems likely in the D.C. area Friday into Friday night. Some areas, especially northern zones, could see icing impacts linger into Saturday morning:
	Some icy roads and sidewalks are possible around the Beltway (blue zone on map) if temperatures drop to freezing or below, which is still uncertain.
	There's higher confidence in icy roads and sidewalks for our colder northern areas (purple zone on map), where a light snow accumulation is possible, too.
	Timing: Precipitation could develop Friday anytime from around 11 a.m. or noon onward. It will probably be spotty and light at times, and steadier and heavier at other times, before tapering by around 2 to 4 a.m. Saturday.
	Precipitation type: Around the Beltway (blue zone), it looks like mostly rain or freezing rain with some sleet possible, and maybe some snowflakes mixed in at the onset. Farther north (purple zone), it could be more of an even combination of freezing rain and sleet, and maybe a light snow accumulation.
	Temperatures: Friday highs reach only the mid- to upper 30s, then drop into the low to mid-30s late afternoon into evening. After 4 p.m. or so, as the sun gets lower and temperatures drop, is when icing impacts could develop. Temperatures at or below freezing could linger in northern areas as late as 7 to 10 a.m. Saturday.

This is still two days out, so forecast shifts are still possible.
Forecast in detail
Tonight: Increasing clouds this evening with light winds, then becoming mostly cloudy overnight with a stray rain shower possible by dawn. Lows settle back into the mid-30s. Confidence: Medium-High
Tomorrow (Christmas Day): Mostly cloudy skies could produce a few morning rain showers. Abundant clouds help keep temperatures from rising too high, but most spots should top 50, and places southwest could reach the mid- or upper 50s. Winds pick up from the northwest by late afternoon. Confidence: Medium-High
Tomorrow night: Partly cloudy and chilly as high pressure pushes in colder air from the north. Overnight lows dip to the mid-20s to low 30s. Confidence: High
A look ahead
High pressure to our north keeps the colder air in place, capping Friday highs in the mid- to upper 30s. A warm front looks to bring some combination of rain, freezing rain and sleet during the afternoon into night, maybe starting with a little snow. Some icing impacts are possible, especially across the colder northern half of the area, as temperatures drop into the low to mid-30s late Friday afternoon and night. Confidence: Low
The weekend shapes up as partly to mostly cloudy, with Saturday highs in the 40s and Sunday highs in the upper 40s to mid-50s. The next system could bring rain by Sunday afternoon or evening. Confidence: Low-Medium
Today's daily digit -- 7/10: Plenty of sun and highs near 50 are pleasant enough for holiday errands, though it's rather breezy. | ? Your call?
The digit is a somewhat subjective rating of the day's weather, on a 0-to-10 scale.
On this day in 2015, the high soared to 71 degrees while the low was only 60. Both the high and low were warm-weather records for Christmas Eve. In fact, the low of 60 was the highest on record for all of December. That year would go on to rank as the warmest December on record.
Here are other notables for this day:
	Average high: 47
	Average low: 33
	Record high: 71 (2015)
	Record low: 5 (1983)
	Record precipitation: 2.36 inches (1986)
	Maximum snow: 6.5 inches (1966)

Jason Samenow contributed to this report.
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Higher Education
Conservative backlash brews over DEI efforts of U-Va.'s next president
Some conservatives criticized the Republican-led board for picking as its next president someone who has overseen diversity, equity and inclusion policies.

Scott C. Beardsley, dean of the Darden School of Business since 2015, was unanimously approved as the University of Virginia's 10th president last week. (Cal Cary/Daily Progress/AP)


By Dan Rosenzweig-Ziff | 2025-12-24
Scott C. Beardsley's public CV once highlighted that he hired a chief diversity officer, launched a racial equity and inclusion group, and oversaw initiatives that increased the share of women and minorities as dean of the University of Virginia's business school.
Those references were quietly removed from an updated version of his curriculum vitae this year, months before the Republican-led U-Va. governing board appointed Beardsley as the university's next president. An earlier section called "Global DEI" was replaced with a trimmed-down one with the header "Global Excellence," and nine explicit references to diversity were gone, a review of the two documents found.
In response to an email to Beardsley, the board's rector and the university press office, a spokesperson said the changes came as part of a review of policies after a 2023 Supreme Court ruling overturning race-conscious college admissions, as well as Trump administration guidance that said any consideration of race -- including in initiatives that expand access for underrepresented groups -- is illegal. In March, U-Va.'s board voted to dismantle its stand-alone DEI office.
"That review is ongoing, and we will continue to make changes as necessary," U-Va. spokesperson Bethanie Glover said in a statement.
The U-Va. board has faced criticism in recent days from some conservatives who argue that the board replaced James E. Ryan, the former president who resigned this summer amid pressure from the Trump administration over DEI policies, with another leader they see as a champion of those initiatives. The board, composed entirely of appointees of Gov. Glenn Youngkin (R), also has faced criticism from some students, faculty, alumni and state Democratic leaders, who had urged the board to delay an appointment until Gov.-elect Abigail Spanberger (D) takes office next month.
"It defies belief that Governor Youngkin and his board would elevate a DEI ideologue like Scott Beardsley," said Stu Smith, an analyst for the City Journal, a publication of the conservative Manhattan Institute, in a statement. "The installation of President Beardsley suggests UVA protects DEI ideology over people and process."
He also posted a thread on X with a video compilation of Beardsley speaking about the value of diversity. Smith said Youngkin and the board failed Virginia with the pick.
It's the latest turn in a year of turmoil for the state's flagship university in Charlottesville, as state and federal conservatives targeted the school while the Trump administration sought to reshape American higher education. Interim U-Va. president Paul Mahoney struck a deal in October with the Trump administration to pause several investigations launched this spring into the school's DEI policies. As part of the resolution, the school must submit quarterly reports about its compliance with Justice Department guidance on civil rights law.
Asked about criticism of Beardsley's past support of diversity initiatives, Glover said U-Va. had initiated a review of policies and made changes to "make absolutely clear" that the school does not discriminate and that programs are open to everyone.
She added that the board is confident in Beardsley and referred to a statement from Frank Sands, the immediate past chair of the Darden School Foundation and CEO of Sands Capital, calling Beardsley a "visionary leader" who has transformed Darden for the better.
Earlier this year, America First Legal, co-founded by White House Deputy Chief of Staff Stephen Miller, urged the Justice Department to take enforcement action against the business school, among other colleges at U-Va., alleging it had rebranded DEI initiatives while continuing to offer scholarships to underrepresented students and partnering with outside organizations to support LGBTQ+ students.
In a statement, America First Legal president Gene Hamilton noted Darden's DEI policies and said Beardsley's appointment as president was "an opportunity for correction."
"UVA's next president will be judged not by rhetoric or cosmetic changes," he said, "but by whether the university dismantles discriminatory DEI systems and restores neutral, merit-based standards across the institution."
James A. Bacon, a conservative political blogger and former executive director of the Jefferson Council, a group of conservative alumni, praised Beardsley for knowing the zeitgeist of U-Va. but said in an interview that he was "baffled" by his selection as president. He called the longtime business school dean a "key implementer of DEI" at the university.
"The Board of Visitors has acted to shut down diversity, equity and inclusion at U-Va., at least the bureaucracy," he said, referencing the board's March resolution to dissolve DEI offices. "But then they approved this selection of someone who enthusiastically put DEI in place at Darden."
Bacon said he expected Beardsley to abide by the Justice Department agreement but worried that he'd do "the absolute minimum to comply."
The Jefferson Council's current president, though, defended Beardsley. Joel Gardner said Ryan directed all his deans to implement DEI policies, and that Beardsley was simply doing what he had to do to keep the job.
"You probably had to do it to survive," he said in an interview.
Gardner, whose group had called for Ryan's removal, said he was happy the board picked an internal candidate. He said the council is hoping for an apolitical president, which Beardsley has pledged to be.
"We're in wait-and-see mode," he said.
In a video released by the university over the weekend, Beardsley played up his business bona fides. A 26-year veteran of the consulting firm McKinsey and Company, Beardsley said he loved working with people during his time living in Belgium.
He was named dean of the year by Poets and Quants for Executives in 2020 and last year was appointed to a record third term leading the Darden school.
He'll begin as U-Va. president on Jan. 1.
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Local Crime & Public Safety
D.C. police officer struck, seriously injured on I-695
The on-duty D.C. police officer was on foot aiding a motorist when he was struck by a vehicle in the eastbound lanes of the freeway.

(iStock)


By Martin Weil | 2025-12-24
A D.C. police officer struck by a vehicle and seriously injured Tuesday night on Interstate 695 remains hospitalized and is in critical condition, police said Wednesday.
A vehicle traveling at high speed hit the officer as he was on foot, outside his cruiser, assisting a motorist whose vehicle had broken down, the police said early Wednesday.
"We are deeply grateful to the medical professionals who have provided exceptional care and support during this difficult time," D.C. police spokesman Lee Lepe said Wednesday in a statement.
The crash occurred about 10:1o p.m. in the eastbound lanes of the freeway near South Capitol Street. The site is within about three-quarters of a mile of the U.S. Capitol.
The vehicle that struck the officer was traveling at "a high rate of speed," the police said. The exact speed was not given.
Other officers went to the injured officer's aid, and he was taken to a hospital.
The driver of the vehicle that struck the officer remained at the scene, police said. That driver was then also taken to a hospital, with injuries that the police described as not life-threatening.
Neither the officer nor the other driver was named. It was not clear whether the injured officer had been driving on the freeway and spotted the stalled motorist, or whether he had been dispatched to the motorist's aid. Detectives with D.C. police's Major Crash Investigations Unit are investigating the incident, Lepe said.
The driver of the vehicle that had broken down was not injured.
Interstate 695 is a major traffic artery running mainly east and west through Southeast Washington. It is south and southeast of the Capitol.
It carries several streams of vehicles, including some traveling from Virginia across the Potomac River and into Maryland and others from Northwest Washington traveling through the Third Street Tunnel to Southeast Washington and to Maryland.
After the crash, video posted online shows a large number of law enforcement personnel at the scene. Their vehicles occupied several lanes of the freeway, and travel there was suspended for a time. Responders included police officers, fire department members and members of the National Guard.
Video footage on X appears to show at least one person being carried from the eastbound lanes, over the concrete barrier between the east- and westbound lanes and into a police vehicle. The vehicle then leaves the scene, headed west.
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Maryland
Contract deadline looms for Md. state workers asking for higher wages
Maryland state employees, facing the same affordability challenges as workers nationwide, are calling on Gov. Wes Moore (D) to raise wages.

Maryland state employees represented by AFSCME Maryland, a union of public service employees, at a news conference in Baltimore Tuesday. (Katie Mettler/The Washington Post) 


By Katie Mettler | 2025-12-24
Maryland state employees, facing the same affordability challenges as workers nationwide, are calling on Gov. Wes Moore (D) to raise wages and address critical understaffing that they say has made state hospitals and prisons less safe.
The demand was made public Tuesday morning at AFSCME Maryland headquarters in Baltimore, where union president Patrick Moran said that wages for the thousands of state employees he represents have fallen 10 percent behind inflation in the past decade -- and that members are "struggling" to reach a contract agreement with the state because of their concerns over cost-of-living adjustments.
"Our folks, under the Moore administration, are falling behind," Moran said.
Although state employee wage increases have outpaced inflation during Moore's three years in office, administration officials said, workers said they still aren't caught up.
The current contract for state workers expires at the end of the year. It's not clear what will happen if the state and the union do not reach an agreement by then, or whether the state is likely to increase wages. By law, state employees in Maryland cannot go on strike, and the bargaining parties are barred from discussing specific proposals made during negotiations.
Also Tuesday, AFSCME Maryland said it filed several Unfair Labor Practice complaints with the Public Employee Relations Board, alleging the state was violating terms related to workers' military leave and pay for overtime or nonstandard shifts.
"We have consistently tried to work with them," Moran said of state officials.
The pressure from state employees comes amid state budget and revenue challenges in Maryland, heightened by federal spending cuts by the Trump administration and concerns about inflation.
"From day one, Governor Moore has consistently stood up for Maryland's workers, making clear that supporting labor and protecting our workforce are central to this administration's work," said spokesperson Rhyan Lake. "This administration has continued to take steps to both support our public servants and responsibly manage a historic budget crisis as Maryland continues to face unprecedented attacks from the federal administration."
During his campaign for governor, Moore vowed to rebuild state government, a promise that union leaders said was encouraging after eight years of cost-cutting and staff reductions under former governor Larry Hogan (R). But workers said they've been disappointed by what they characterized as a lack of follow-through.
Despite what the union called the state's understandable financial woes, it said on Tuesday said the Moore administration could be doing more to curtail state spending while still supporting state workers.
Members critiqued state spending on private contractors, contending that the state overspent by $7.6 billion on contractual services between 2020 and 2025 -- a period of time that straddled the Hogan and Moore administrations. The governor's office did not comment on that assessment.
Maryland spent another $404 million on overtime in 2024, the union said, nearly half of which was from the Department of Public Safety and Correctional Services, which oversees the state prison system.
That hefty overtime spending, the union said, is the product of a crippled and regularly understaffed state workforce, a staffing crisis many years in the making that has grown worse amid recent buyouts and job slot eliminations.
Understaffing, they said, has created dangerous environments in state facilities, where reported assaults on staff are up and employee turnover is high.
"We are on the brink and desperately need support from our Governor and the State," said Jenny Reese, a nurse at Springfield Hospital Center, a regional psychiatric hospital operated by the state in Carroll County. She noted that the state has been fined more than $1 .5 million by judges for failing to provide enough bed space to keep up with demand and comply with state law.
Corrections employees who work in the state's prisons said skeleton staffing means incarcerated people aren't consistently getting access to recreation time or educational programming.
"We cannot guarantee the safety of the people in our custody and our staff if we do not have the resources and staffing to safely monitor our facilities," said Oluwadamilola Olaniyan, who has worked as a corrections officer for nearly 15 years. "We can't appropriately staff our facilities when we're not paying people competitively."
When the legislative session starts, in January in Annapolis, the union said it plans to lobby lawmakers to strategically invest budget dollars into aging and failing state facilities.
"We're at a critical time in our state," Moran said. "When we have an administration in DC that has made it their mission to go after the public services millions rely on, we need a state government and state leadership that are standing up to those threats and charting a different course."




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.washingtonpost.com/dc-md-va/2025/12/24/maryland-union-workers-raises/



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





    
      
        
          	
            Local
          
          	
            Sections
          
          	
            National
          
        

      

      Technology

      Washington Post technology news.


      
        AI spending frenzy reaches India, sparking enthusiasm and concern
        Pranshu Verma

        Amazon, Microsoft and Google have pledged a combined $67.5 billion in Indian investments since October. Eighty percent of those commitments came this month.

      

      
        When robot taxis get stuck, a secret army of humans comes to the rescue
        Lisa Bonos

        Waymo robotaxis get stranded when a passenger leaves the door open. Tow truck operators can get paid $22 to close a door and set them free again.

      

      
        
          	
            Local
          
          	
            Sections
          
          	
            National
          
        

      

    

  
	
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



Asia
AI spending frenzy reaches India, sparking enthusiasm and concern
Amazon, Microsoft and Google have pledged a combined $67.5 billion in Indian investments since October. Eighty percent of those commitments came this month.

People walk past a display during the Bengaluru Tech Summit in Bangalore, India, in November. (JAGADEESH NV/EPA/Shutterstock)


By Pranshu Verma | 2025-12-25
NEW DELHI -- As the global race to dominate the artificial intelligence industry accelerates, the giants of Silicon Valley are promising to pour billions of dollars into India.
Amazon, Microsoft and Google have pledged a combined $67.5 billion in Indian investments since October. Eighty percent of those commitments have come this month. Much of the cash is earmarked to build massive data centers to process chatbot queries; other initiatives include training programs for domestic software talent and a push for greater AI use among small businesses. (Amazon founder Jeff Bezos owns The Washington Post.)
OpenAI, the creator of ChatGPT, and its rival Anthropic, the maker of Claude, have both opened offices in India this year. (The Post has a content partnership with OpenAI.) A revolving door of top tech executives, from Microsoft's Satya Nadella to Intel's Lip-Bu Tan, have met with Indian Prime Minister Narendra Modi this month to speak about AI and semiconductors. In February, the country will host an international AI summit -- the first to be held in the global south, according to the Indian government.
It comes amid a frenzy of spending and expansion in the broader AI industry and mounting fears of a tech bubble. Big firms are spending billions of dollars to build their own infrastructure and lure users to their chatbots and AI-enhanced tools. And India -- with more than  1 billion internet users and a wealth of software talent -- is emerging as a must win-market, financial analysts say.
"In Silicon Valley, everyone knows right now: It's 'game-on' in India," said Dan Ives, managing director of Wedbush Securities.
Tech leaders are promising an array of benefits. They say data center investments will create jobs; students will find chatbots essential for homework and exam prep; AI tools will make large and small businesses more efficient and profitable. "The AI opportunity in India is immense," Sundar Pichai, chief executive of Google holding company Alphabet, said in August.
But behind the gaudy investment figures and rosy projections there are real reasons for concern, according to AI scientists, human rights experts and internet freedom activists. The primary worry revolves around the construction of data centers, which require massive amounts of power and water, and could lead to shortages in Indian communities already facing a resource crunch, environmentalists warn. Economists fear the widespread adoption of AI could also disrupt the labor market, especially India's hugely important outsourcing industry.
Silicon Valley companies are outpacing attempts by Indian engineers to build their own language models, and Beijing has better control of hardware supply chains -- putting both countries ahead of India in the AI race, said Apar Gupta, founder of India's Internet Freedom Foundation. He also noted that India's consumer market is highly price sensitive, and the millions of users U.S. firms are banking on might not be willing to pay the premium for their AI tools.
"It's like many moon shots," Gupta said of Silicon Valley's AI strategy for India. "Part of it is hypothesis. Part of it is aspiration."

People visit exhibition stalls during the Bengaluru Tech Summit in Bangalore, India, in November. (JAGADEESH NV/EPA/Shutterstock)


The AI push in India  is likely to start with a surge in data center construction.
Microsoft's Dec. 9 announcement of a $17.5 billion investment in India -- its largest ever in Asia -- included a plan to build a sprawling data center complex in the southern city of Hyderabad. Set to go live in mid-2026, the company estimates it will be roughly the size of two major sporting stadiums.
Google is also planning a formidable physical presence. The company said in October it will invest $15 billion in India between 2026 and 2030. The centerpiece will be a 1 gigawatt-scale data center in the southeastern city of Visakhapatnam, in Andhra Pradesh state, which has already allocated 480 acres of land to the project, according to local government records obtained by The Post.
Raj Reddy, a professor of computer science at Carnegie Mellon University, said data centers are crucial for companies racing to train and improve their large language models. And they can be built far more cheaply here than in the United States, especially if Indian authorities are willing to subsidize the cost.
"It is truly a question of economics," Reddy said. "If you can get the same solution for 50 percent of the price, or 70 percent of the price as in the USA, then you would set it up there."
But data centers place a significant strain on local energy and water supplies, which has contributed to a growing grassroots backlash across the  U.S. -- and could create even more acute pressures in the world's most populous nation.
Already, activists in  Visakhapatnam are lining up against Google's data center project. They complain that the cash subsidies green lit for the project -- up to $2.4 billion, according to the government records -- will divert public funds from health care, education and rural development. Additionally, they say, the region faces groundwater shortages, erratic rainfall and an overburdened power grid.
"This project represents a looming environmental and economic disaster," the Indian-based Human Rights Forum said in an October statement, "deepening corporate capture of resources under the guise of technological advancement."
Google did not respond to a request for comment. Andhra Pradesh's chief minister and the state's IT Ministry did not respond to requests for comment.

Home to nearly 12 million people, Bangalore is the Silicon Valley of the world's fifth biggest economy -- hosting thousands of start-ups, outsourcing firms, and global tech giants from Google to Microsoft. (Idrees Mohammed/AFP/Getty Images)


Silicon Valley's other major push in India is for users, as analysts warn that tech companies continue to rack up expenses without a path to profitability. JP Morgan calculated in November that the tech industry must generate an extra $650 billion in revenue every year if AI investments forecast through 2030 are to earn even a modest 10 percent return, according to the Financial Times.
Sam Altman, chief executive of OpenAI, said in August that India is already ChatGPT's second largest market. It is also the second largest market for Anthropic's Claude large language model, accounting for 7 percent of global users, a September company report showed.
Expanding in India may be particularly vital for OpenAI, analysts said. ChatGPT is still the world's most popular chatbot, with 800 million users. But the number of users on the ChatGPT mobile app plateaued this summer.
To capture more Indian subscribers, OpenAI has offered a  12 month free trial for its lower-tier "ChatGPT Go" subscription, which costs roughly $5 per month and offers limited access to its higher end models.
The company sees education as its most promising frontier. India has the largest population of students on ChatGPT worldwide, the company told The Post, and people between 18 and 24 are the most active users.
But Gupta, of the Internet Freedom Foundation, said it will be difficult to get customers here to pay for subscriptions, noting the cost of its lowest-tier membership is similar to a monthly cellphone data plan. To attract new users at scale, he said, tech companies will need to demonstrate that AI tools are integral to daily life.
"Is it as indispensable as social media is to many people's lives today?" Gupta said. "Why would a person pay for it?"

A person visits the Bengaluru Tech Summit at the Bangalore International Exhibition Centre in Bangalore, India, in November. (JAGADEESH NV/EPA/Shutterstock)


India's own ambitions in the competition for AI supremacy are still coming into focus.
The Indian government has committed just $1.2 billion toward AI development -- a fraction of the amount being spent in the country by top U.S. firms. A major feature of the government's plan is the purchase of more than 18,600 high-end computing chips, called GPUs, that help power the creation and training of large language models.
Anirudh Suri, a tech expert and nonresident scholar at the Carnegie Endowment for International Peace in New Delhi, said it remains to be seen if India will become a major global player in AI, with the country lagging well behind Washington and Beijing in infrastructure and investment.
"Trying to become like the U.S., or trying to become like China today ... I don't think that's necessarily something that you just switch on a tap and it happens," he added. "It requires the foundational pieces to be in place for any country to succeed."
India must also consider the implications of AI for its own job market. The country's $283 billion IT sector employs millions of call center and customer service hotline workers, which analysts say will be among the first eliminated by automation.
Suria said AI will ultimately replace a "big chunk" of low-level call center and coding jobs in India, the kind many young Indians take out of college to launch their careers.
"It's indeed a concern," he said. "The traditional entry-level jobs that AI can easily replace will definitely be fewer and far between."
Supriya Kumar and Gerrit De Vynck in San Francisco contributed to this report.
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Tech
When robot taxis get stuck, a secret army of humans comes to the rescue
Waymo robotaxis get stranded when a passenger leaves the door open. Tow truck operators can get paid $22 to close a door and set them free again.

(Monique Woo/TWP)


By Lisa Bonos | 2025-12-25

A person closes the door of a Waymo. (Monique Woo/The Washington Post) 


Don Adkins was walking along the Sunset Strip in Los Angeles late one night this month when he heard a plea for help.
"Please close the right-side rear door, thanks," Adkins recalled a synthetic voice calling out. It came from a Jaguar SUV stopped in the street with its lights flashing. One of the hundreds of Waymo robotaxis in Los Angeles operated by Alphabet was in trouble.
From where Adkins stood on the sidewalk, the door appeared closed, and he was initially going to ignore the robotaxi, he said in a phone interview. But he decided to act after a human driver stuck behind the Waymo started honking. Adkins stepped into the street and pushed the autonomous vehicle's rear door until it was fully closed. Then he watched as the robotaxi rolled away.
Adkins had witnessed an Achilles' heel of the Waymo robotaxis that ferry thousands of riders in Los Angeles, San Francisco and other cities each week. The vehicles can navigate city streets and compete with taxi drivers without anyone behind the wheel -- but become stranded if a human doesn't close the door behind them at the end of a ride.
Because riders and passersby can be unreliable, Waymo pays workers in Los Angeles $20 or more for rescuing a robotaxi by closing a door, summoning help through an app called Honk that is like an Uber for towing companies.
Cesar Marenco, owner of Milagro Towing in Inglewood, California, has become a regular Waymo door-closer. He recently freed a robotaxi by removing a seat belt caught in its rear door, an operation he captured with his Meta smart glasses and shared on TikTok.
"Goodbye, Waymo," Marenco said in the video, which has more than 400,000 views.
"There's always going to be human errors when someone's riding in a vehicle and there's no one to tell them close the door, or put your seat belt right," he said in a phone interview. Marenco estimates that he completes up to three jobs a week for Waymo via Honk, either closing doors or towing autonomous vehicles that have powered down because they didn't make it to a charging station in time.
The door-closing and towing gigs being picked up by Marenco and others in Los Angeles are examples of how as automation advances, it can create new work for humans pressed into service to patch over its shortcomings. More people will be needed to fulfill that role as Waymo expands. The company said in November that it would start offering rides in Miami, Dallas, Houston, San Antonio and Orlando next year.
Last weekend, tow-truck companies in San Francisco received a flurry of requests to retrieve Waymo vehicles after a power outage caused severe gridlock throughout the city, multiple operators told The Washington Post. Residents shared images on social media of autonomous vehicles blocking intersections and rolling by on flatbed trucks.
Waymo vehicles are designed to treat traffic signals that aren't working as four-way stops, just like human drivers do, Waymo spokesman Ethan Teicher said. But "the sheer scale of the outage led to instances where vehicles remained stationary longer than usual to confirm the state of the affected intersections," he wrote in an email Monday.
Behind the scenes, the company's vehicles in San Francisco sent a "concentrated spike" of requests for help to remote human workers, the company said in a Tuesday blog post. A Waymo robotaxi can navigate defunct traffic signals but sometimes needs to check in with fleet response agents to "ensure it makes the safest choice," the blog post said. The power outage triggered a "backlog" in those requests, causing the vehicles to block traffic.

A Waymo robotaxi is stuck at an intersection after a massive power outage disables several traffic lights in San Francisco on Dec. 20.


"We are focused on rapidly integrating the lessons learned from this event, and are committed to earning and maintaining the trust of the communities we serve every day," Teicher added. San Francisco Supervisor Bilal Mahmood called for a hearing into Waymo's operations, saying the traffic disruptions were "dangerous and unacceptable."
Incidents of humans rescuing robotaxis show how the tasks and skills the transportation industry needs from workers are changing, said Georgios Petropoulos, a professor of data sciences and operations at the University of Southern California. "Humans are needed to interact with automated systems to make sure that service is provided in an efficient and safe way," he said.
Waymo spokeswoman Katherine Barna said in an email that door problems are "not too common" and that the company is "continually looking at ways to improve pickups and departures." The company focuses "on educating and informing our riders" to prevent doors from being left open, she said.
Marenco and a second L.A. tow operator said they are also called via Honk to pick up Waymo vehicles that have run out of battery. Barna said it is "rare" for the company's vehicles to lose charge outside one of its depots. The company's robotaxis can be seen driving to dedicated charging lots in Los Angeles and other cities, where human workers plug them in.
JJK Towing's owner Evangelica Cuevas said that when she and her workers respond to rescue requests, they aren't always provided with the stuck vehicle's precise location. That can force them to walk around looking for the stalled robot on foot, she said, because some L.A. streets are too narrow to navigate with the full towing rig needed to move an all-wheel-drive vehicle such as one of Waymo's Jaguar I-Paces.
"We can spend anywhere from 10 minutes to an hour just looking for the vehicle," Cuevas said.
Barna said Waymo has a redundant GPS source to ensure a vehicle's location is still trackable.
Cuevas said she gets paid about $22 to $24 through Honk for closing an open Waymo door and $60 to $80 for a tow. Those rates aren't always profitable after factoring in the fuel and labor required to retrieve a car, she added. Honk did not respond to a request for comment.
Jesus Ajuiniga, manager of Alpha Towing and Recovery in San Francisco, said he declined Waymo's tow requests during last weekend's power outage because the rate offered was lower than the $250 he would normally charge to send a flatbed rig for an all-wheel-drive vehicle.
"It's not fair," Ajuiniga said in a phone interview, adding that "we're not going to get reimbursed for what we deserve." He said he was also concerned about the risk of damaging a Waymo vehicle, which are festooned with bulky sensors, and being liable for repair costs.
Philip Koopman, a retired engineering professor from Carnegie Mellon University who studied autonomous vehicles for nearly 30 years, said paying humans to close doors and retrieve stalled cars "is an expensive thing" for Waymo to be doing. The company will need to minimize those incidents as it attempts to scale up and compete with Uber and Lyft, he said.
"Drivers have two jobs: Don't hit stuff and be the captain of the ship," Koopman said. "Making the sure the doors are closed is part of being the captain of the ship."

A Waymo autonomous vehicle made by Zeekr navigates a busy street in San Francisco. (Photo by Smith Collection/Gado/Sipa USA/AP) (Gado Images/Sipa USA via AP)


Keith Chen, who was head of economic research at Uber and is now a professor of behavioral economics at UCLA, said the company might be able to save money and minimize downtime for its vehicles by tapping Uber and Lyft drivers to close some of these errant doors.
It is unclear how many ride-hailing drivers would want to actively help their robotic competition, but Waymo already partners with Uber to let people hail robotaxi rides in Austin and Atlanta. The company could also add a feature to its own app that asks riders to close doors on nearby vehicles in return for a discount, Chen said.
As more autonomous vehicles hit the streets, people who work as professional drivers may be forced to adapt. Government and the private sector may need to provide job retraining and short-term financial support to help workers transition to roles where they are interacting with automated vehicles, USC's Petropoulos said.
Robotaxi door closers will have to adapt, too. Waymo is testing its next generation of vehicles in San Francisco, custom-made for the company by China's Zeekr. Its minivan-style doors can slide open and close automatically.
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Want real-life connection? Try volunteering, these Gen Zers say.
Some young people are turning to volunteering to get offline, as organizations see upticks in demand.

Breece Eagar, 27, volunteers helping clear invasive plants from an oak savanna near Chicago on Dec. 20. (Breece Eagar)


By Justine McDaniel | 2025-12-25
Wielding loppers and wearing hiking boots, Breece Eagar hacked at invasive autumn olive shrubs on a late December afternoon. The branches were dense, the weather was cold and stray rose vines caught her gloves, but this was what she'd come for.
For the last year, Eagar, 27, has regularly joined a group of volunteers at an oak savanna in northern Illinois to do ecological restoration work. She has learned about birds and plants, been inspired to take up home gardening, made friends over post-work chili and cornbread -- and, most importantly, gotten her hands dirty.
"You're not doomscrolling, feeling completely paralyzed and helpless," she said of volunteering with Small Waters Education in Harvard, Illinois, the nonprofit restoring the oak savanna. "It's 'Wow, I'm actually making a difference.'"
Eagar is among the members of Gen Z who are keeping the tradition of volunteering alive -- and discovering its potential for helping them get offline. As Gen Z seeks out phone-free experiences and extols going analog, some volunteer organizations have worked to recruit them and tailor programming to their interests. National and regional volunteer organizations have seen rising interest from teens and young adults in the last few years, several organizers said.
The American Red Cross, which provides disaster relief, blood donation and other volunteer services, has seen more Gen Z volunteers over the last three years, following a drop after the start of the coronavirus pandemic, said Matt Bertram, the organization's vice president of volunteer services.
"For us, it's looking up in terms of getting young people to volunteer," Bertram said. "There is a yearning from a lot of young people to do things where they're connected with folks."
Eagar doesn't normally post on social media about volunteering. But last month, wondering whether peers on TikTok would engage if she promoted the topic, she recorded a time-lapse as she worked at the oak savanna.
A few weeks later, Eagar, who works in marketing, posted the video with text overlaid: "No one talks about how volunteering is one of the best ways to fight existential dread."
The post got nearly 80,000 views in about a week. Eagar said she received messages asking for tips on getting involved, and viewers echoed her sentiment in dozens of comments.
"We get so caught up in the rat race or being busy with our lives that we forget it takes a village," said Eagar, who said her volunteer work has "snowballed" into opportunities to attend other events and career network. "I always walk away feeling almost a relief that I did my part. I feel so connected to people."
Challenges remain for organizations trying to persuade young people to volunteer, and not everyone is seeing an increase. Nichole Barrett, program director at the Rural Outreach Center in western New York, which relies on volunteers for tutoring and mentoring people living in rural poverty, said most Gen Z volunteers she meets show up to fulfill school or work requirements. Getting them to return can be hard, though she said she has seen a recent uptick in those who stay even after they're no longer obligated.
It can be particularly difficult to attract men and boys, said Barrett and other organizers. Across ages, men volunteer less than women, and men without college degrees are far less likely to get involved, according to an analysis of U.S. Census Bureau data by the research group American Institute for Boys and Men.
About 26 percent of women and 22 percent of men aged 18 to 29 said they volunteered in 2023, the data show. Once students are no longer in school, where there are often community service requirements, it can also be harder to attract them as volunteers.
Akhil Mehra, a 17-year-old high school senior from Vienna, Virginia, agreed that it can be tough to get kids, especially boys, to sign up for volunteering. But he was easily sold when he started helping with his church's food drives as a middle-schooler during the pandemic. Now, he estimates he is on track to hit 500 volunteer hours with the Red Cross by the time he graduates.
"One hour of my time can have an insanely drastic impact on somebody else's time," he said. "It's a little bit of an inexplicable feeling."
To attract young people, volunteer organizations have focused on digital recruiting strategies and offering more flexible opportunities, such as one-time projects rather than weekly commitments.
At the nonprofit Hands On Atlanta, marketing and communications manager Kahiah Polidore encourages people to take videos while volunteering and post about it afterward, like Eagar did in Illinois. The approach has boosted online engagement for the organization, which connects volunteers to other nonprofits in Atlanta.
Polidore is preparing to launch a social media ambassador program next month -- modeled after a successful effort by a New Jersey nonprofit, Jersey Cares -- that will allow participants to log community service hours by making posts and videos about upcoming volunteer opportunities. Polidore hopes the program will help Hands On Atlanta recruit more members of Gen Z, especially those under 24.
"We've been seeing that they want to volunteer," she said. "What we figured is that they're already making Reels and TikToks and sharing what they like and don't like about organizations, so we hope to get in there and be one that they like."
The Red Cross has also turned to social media for recruitment, with organizers focusing more on promoting the benefits of volunteering than on emphasizing an obligation to help.
Those benefits are many, Bertram said: Volunteering provides a sense of community, improves mental health, allows people to use new or dormant skills, helps them see how others live and gets them out of the house. Those are good reasons to sign up, he tells people.
"It doesn't have to be just 100 percent altruistic," Bertram said.
Big Brothers Big Sisters of America, the youth mentorship organization, has expanded some programs to meet a steadily growing demand from younger volunteers, said chief impact officer Ginneh Baugh. Gen Z students are starting to volunteer at a younger age than some millennials did, she said, and they tend to report a desire for meaningful real-life interactions.
"They're making sure it's a genuine connection," Baugh said. "It's not in service of social media."
The organization still needs more mentors, particularly for boys, and it has worked on creating events that align with Gen Z interests, Baugh said; for instance, working with the beauty chain Ulta to offer a skin care activity for mentors and mentees. It also partnered this year with the razor brand Gillette to draw young male mentors through flag football games.
Becoming a "big sister" to an elementary-schooler five years ago was a formative high school experience for Mary Ann Rickles. Now a 20-year-old student at the University of Alabama and a member of the Big Brothers Big Sisters National Youth Council, a leadership board, she plans to pursue a career related to community service and nonprofit work.
Volunteering, Rickles believes, helps "you understand something beyond yourself." She advised other young people to "just go for it."
"In a lot of ways, it helps you get out of your own head," Rickles said. "In a time filled with so much darkness sometimes, especially [for] my generation who are on their phone and have a lot of mental health issues, pouring into other people is fulfilling."
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2 killed, 20 injured in explosions at Pennsylvania nursing home
Everyone who was inside the facility, which housed about 120 residents at the time of the explosions, has been accounted for, officials said. 

Firefighters work Tuesday at the site of a gas explosion that caused a partial building collapse at a nursing home in Bristol Township, Pennsylvania. (Bastiaan Slabbers/Reuters)


By Andrew Jeong, Daniel Wu, Kim Bellware | 2025-12-24
Two people were killed and 20 more were hurt Tuesday in explosions at a nursing home in a Philadelphia suburb after a suspected gas leak, local authorities said, sending firefighters and police officers into a scramble to rescue those inside.
One resident and one employee were killed in the blasts at Bristol Health and Rehab Center in Bristol Township, Pennsylvania, Bristol Township Police Chief Charles Winik Jr. said at a Wednesday news conference. One of the 20 people injured remains in critical condition, he said.
Muthoni Nduthu, 52, was among those killed in the blast, said Scott Croop, a Bucks County coroner.
Everyone who was inside the facility, which housed about 120 residents at the time of the explosions, has been accounted for, Winik said.
The facility, which officials also referred to as Silver Lake Nursing Home, partially collapsed into its basement after authorities said a first explosion occurred at about 2:19 p.m. The cause is still under investigation, Bristol Township Fire Chief Kevin Dippolito said Wednesday.
Pennsylvania Gov. Josh Shapiro (D) earlier called the explosion "catastrophic."
At least two people were rescued from the structure that collapsed into the basement, Dippolito said Tuesday. Firefighters who rushed into the building detected "a heavy odor of natural gas," and a second explosion occurred less than a minute after they exited the building, he said.
Firefighters pulled residents out of windows and doors, and rescued those who were stuck in stairwells and elevator shafts, Dippolito said, adding that some of the injured were also found outside the building. One police officer threw two people over his shoulder amid the frenzy to save as many as possible.
"I've never seen such heroism," Winik, the police chief, said Wednesday. "They were running into a building that I could, from 50 feet away, still smell gas and walls that looked like they were going to fall down."
Several people were taken to local hospitals. St. Mary Medical Center in Langhorne received five patients from the explosion beginning at around 3:30 p.m., hospital spokesman Jason Griffith said.
Robert Gragilla, 63, who lives blocks from the nursing home, said he heard a "deep boom" around 2 p.m., then felt his house shake. He put down the video game he was playing and peered down the street to see a big white cloud.
"I thought a house blew up," he said by phone on Wednesday.
Gragilla and a neighbor headed toward the scene where he said they saw a massive emergency response that included many vehicles; some ambulances got stuck in the congestion.
The windows of the facility had been blown out by the blast, he said.
Emergency responders "were pulling people out and laying them in the grass," Gragilla said, adding that he saw one person who appeared to be "in shock." One woman had visible leg injuries and others were bloodied, he said.
About 40 minutes after the explosion, Gragilla said the building caught fire, with black smoke pouring out.
Despite the chaotic scene, he said, residents who live nearby brought blankets and pillows as they tried to comfort the people being rescued.
Saber Healthcare Group, an Ohio-based health care company affiliated with the nursing home, said in a statement Wednesday that staff members had reported the smell of gas to the energy company PECO before the explosion, and PECO was investigating.
"We have worked to improve and fix prior issues, and we will continue that work in the wake of this event," the company said.
PECO said in a statement Tuesday that its crews responded to reports of a gas odor at the nursing home shortly after 2 p.m. and that the explosion occurred while its crews were on-site.
"PECO crews shut off natural gas and electric service to the facility to ensure the safety of first responders and local residents," the company said.
An October inspection by the Pennsylvania Department of Health showed the Silver Lake Health Care Center was "not in compliance" with several life safety codes, including a failure to maintain portable fire extinguishers in parts of the facility and failure to provide required smoke barrier partitions, and used extension cords in a way that could create fire hazards.
A Saber spokesperson said the health department report was filed "prior to [our] relationship with the facility," which they said began Dec. 1. Saber serves as a third-party consultant to the facility, the spokesperson added.
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Mother charged in 'cold-blooded' killing of 9-year-old daughter
Ashlee Lynn Buzzard is accused of shooting Melodee Buzzard and dumping her body in rural Utah after wearing a wig and swapping license plates to avoid detection.

(The Associated Press/AP)


By Jennifer Hassan, Karin Brulliard | 2025-12-24

Surveillance footage at a rental car office from Oct. 7 shows Melodee Buzzard, left, and her mother, Ashlee Lynn Buzzard, in Lompoc, California, the Santa Barbara County Sheriff's Office said. (Santa Barbara County Sheriff's Office/AP)


A California woman has been charged with murder in what a sheriff called the "calculated and cold-blooded" killing of her 9-year-old daughter following the discovery of the girl's remains in rural Utah.
Ashlee Lynn Buzzard, 40, was taken into custody Tuesday morning and charged with first-degree murder in the shooting death of Melodee Elani Buzzard, who was reported missing two months ago. Melodee died of gunshot wounds to the head, Santa Barbara County Sheriff Bill Brown said in a news conference.
"Maternal filicide is rare and always difficult to comprehend," Brown said. "But this level of criminal activity is particularly shocking."
Investigators "recovered a significant amount of evidence" against Buzzard, Brown said. He described Buzzard as "uncooperative" throughout the investigation and said she remained so after her arrest.
The investigation into Melodee's disappearance was closely tracked by online true-crime sleuths, as well as by worried relatives and community members. Some gathered outside Buzzard's home after her daughter went missing, placing posters along the curb that featured the girl's photo and read "Where is Melodee?"
Melodee's father was killed in a motorcycle accident in 2016. Melodee's paternal grandmother, Lilly Denes, told the Los Angeles Times on Tuesday that Ashlee Lynn Buzzard had not allowed the girl's paternal relatives to see her since 2021.
"The detective called me this morning to let me know that they found the baby and the baby is with her dad," Denes said in that interview. "I knew he was telling me that the baby is dead."
Authorities' search began on Oct. 14, when a school administrator reported Melodee's "prolonged absence" from an independent study program, according to a timeline provided by the Santa Barbara County Sheriff's Office. Deputies went to the family residence in Lompoc and contacted Buzzard, who failed to provide verifiable information about her daughter's whereabouts, authorities said.
The following day, detectives served a search warrant and investigators found that Buzzard had recently rented a car. Surveillance footage showed mother and daughter at the rental office -- both wearing wigs in an apparent bid to conceal their identities, Brown said. The images were released publicly on Oct. 22.
Buzzard swapped license plates on the vehicle, replacing its California tag for a New York one, and she backed the car into gas stations to deliberately avoid surveillance cameras during the pair's three-day road trip through eight states, Brown said.
Melodee was last seen in video footage with her mother on Oct. 9, on the Colorado side of the Colorado-Utah border. Detectives believe she was killed shortly after that stop, Brown said.
On Oct. 30, a spent casing was found during another search of the family residence, and a live round of similar ammunition was located in the rental vehicle, authorities said. Federal authorities' examination of cartridges found at the crime scene were later linked to the cartridge casing found at Buzzard's home in Lompoc, Brown said.
Authorities' break came the evening of Dec. 6, when two members of the public who stopped to take photos on a roadside near the town of Caineville, in a remote area of Wayne County, Utah. There, they discovered the decomposed body of a female who had been shot in the head.
In a statement, the Wayne County Sheriff's Office said it had previously communicated with Santa Barbara authorities and the FBI about the Buzzard case but found no evidence "to indicate any further action" in the area. But less than 24 hours after the body was found, the Utah State Crime Lab had connected it to the Santa Barbara case, and on Monday, the FBI linked the remains to the familial DNA of Buzzard.
Investigators were met with "deliberate efforts" to prevent them from finding Melodee and uncovering the truth, Brown said as he praised their tenacity.
Buzzard is being held at a Santa Barbara County jail without bail. Brown said authorities plan to prosecute Buzzard in Santa Barbara County, because "the intent was believed to have been formed here."
But Michael Winn, the Wayne County attorney, told the news site KSL that he had not ruled out the possibility of criminal charges also being filed in Utah. Winn did not respond to a request for comment on Wednesday. The Wayne County Sheriff's Office said he is reviewing the case.
Authorities are continuing to look for the murder weapon, Brown said, and they do not believe anyone else was involved in the killing. They have yet to determine a motive, he added.
Buzzard appeared in court on an unrelated charge in November, after Santa Barbara prosecutors alleged she falsely imprisoned an acquaintance at her home by dead-bolting the door after allowing him inside. A judge dismissed the charge.
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World
Pope Leo speaks about Gaza, Ukraine, Sudan in his first Christmas address
The Pope called for peace, especially for the victims of "forgotten" wars, naming several conflicts in Africa. 

Pope Leo XIV gestures after delivering the traditional Christmas Day Urbi et Orbi speech to the city and the world from the main balcony of St. Peter's Basilica at the Vatican on Christmas Day. 


By Maham Javaid | 2025-12-25
In his first Christmas Day address, Pope Leo XIV highlighted conditions in Gaza, saying its inhabitants "have nothing left and have lost everything," as he called for peace talks to end conflicts around the world.
The Pope, speaking from the balcony of St. Peter's basilica Thursday, urged his audience to pray for the leaders of Ukraine and Russia to find the "courage" to engage in direct talks to end the war. His plea comes at a time when the Trump administration has been trying to negotiate a peace deal.
During the Urbi et Orbi address -- Latin for "To the City and to the World'' -- Leo, like his predecessor, Pope Francis, spoke about the plights of refugees, those fleeing climate disasters and victims of religious persecution and terrorism.
He called for "justice, peace and stability " in Lebanon, Palestine, Israel and Syria, as well as for all the victims of ongoing conflicts, while also urging his listeners to take responsibility for the state of the world.
"If all of us, at every level, would stop accusing others and instead acknowledge our own faults ... and stand in solidarity with the weak and the oppressed, then the world would change," he said.

Pope Leo XIV waves to faithful as he arrives at St. Peter's basilica ahead of delivering his Christmas message. (Tiziana Fabi/AFP/Getty Images)


The Pope highlighted multiple crises during his address, mentioning that he wants to pay particular attention to "forgotten" conflicts, naming those in Sudan, South Sudan, Mali, Burkina Faso and the Democratic Republic of Congo. He also mentioned the "hunger and poverty" of the Yemeni people and the violence afflicting Haiti.
The Pope prayed for the leaders of Latin America to engage in dialogue that results in positive change for their countries, for peace in Myanmar and for "the ancient friendship between Thailand and Cambodia" to be restored so that they may "work toward reconciliation and peace." Thailand and Cambodia, where hostilities have flared recently, will engage in detailed bilateral talks about a durable ceasefire this week, Thailand's foreign minister said Monday.
The Pope also decried the plight of homeless people and those impacted by conflict, in an earlier sermon during Christmas Day Mass. Jesus' story, he said, showed that God had "pitched his fragile tent" among the people of the world.
"How, then, can we not think of the tents in Gaza, exposed for weeks to rain, wind and cold?" he said. "And of those of so many other refugees and displaced people on every continent? Or of the makeshift shelters of thousands of homeless people in our own cities?"
People around the world are still learning about the Pope Leo's style and persona -- the first American-born pontiff and first Augustinian to be elevated to the role when he was elected pope by the College of Cardinals in May.
Thousands gathered in St. Peter's Square Thursday for the address, and the Pope revived the tradition of wishing the audience Christmas greetings in multiple languages, the AP reported. He received an especially warm reception when he spoke in his native English and in Spanish, a language he speaks fluently from his time as a missionary in Peru where he was an archbishop.
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Americas
Venezuela's Maduro using U.S. military threat to crack down on dissent
Authorities have "used U.S. pressure as an excuse to deploy the military, label critics as 'traitors' and arrest dozens," a Human Rights Watch researcher says. 

Pedestrians cross Bolivar Avenue, decorated with Christmas lights, in Caracas, Venezuela, on Dec. 20. (Matias Delacroix/AP)


By Ana Herrero, Matthew Brown | 2025-12-25
CARACAS, Venezuela -- As U.S. forces mass off Venezuela, launch attacks on alleged drug traffickers and seize oil tankers, authorities here are mobilizing the army, calling on allies for support and appealing to the United Nations.
They're also taking advantage of U.S. threats to crack down on internal dissent, local and international monitors say.
The government of President Nicolas Maduro "has used U.S. pressure as an excuse to deploy the military, label critics as 'traitors' and arrest dozens of dissidents," said Martina Rapido Ragozzino, North Andes researcher for Human Rights Watch. The New York-based rights group said in September it had documented 19 cases in which prisoners were held incommunicado.
Opposition politician Alfredo Diaz, a former governor of Nueva Esparta state, died this month in El Helicoide, the Caracas headquarters of the intelligence agency SEBIN, a year after he was arrested while trying to flee the country. His family says he was denied needed medical care.
And the National Assembly on Tuesday passed legislation imposing up to 20 years in prison for anyone who "promotes, instigates, requests, invokes, favors, facilitates, supports, finances or participates" in the U.S. campaign to seize ships carrying Venezuelan oil, sponsor Giuseppe Alessandrello said.

A child walks by the beach near a refinery in Puerto Cabello, Venezuela. (Jesus Vargas/Getty Images)


"The crackdown on civic space has intensified, suffocating people's freedoms," Volker Turk, the U.N. high commissioner for human rights, told the U.N. Human Rights Council this month. "Journalists, human rights defenders, opposition figures, and even humanitarian workers continue to face threats, harassment, and the risk of arbitrary detention -- simply for doing their jobs."
(Human Rights Watch and Turk have also criticized the U.S. military strikes on alleged drug traffickers off Central and South America. Human Rights Watch has called them illegal extrajudicial killings; Turk has said they violate international human rights law.)
The developments are unsurprising, Tulane University sociologist David Smilde said. "When you have this very real threat of military operation, of course it's going to be used as an excuse."
The crackdown has intensified a campaign of repression launched by Maduro last year. The authoritarian socialist claimed victory in Venezuela's July 2024 presidential election despite ballot audits by The Washington Post and other independent observers that showed he lost the vote to opposition candidate Edmundo Gonzalez by a 2-1 margin. When Venezuelans took to the streets in protest, authorities arrested thousands. The independent prison monitor Foro Penal said this month that the government was holding 905 political prisoners.

A table is set with plates and Christmas decorations in Caracas bearing the names of people considered by rights groups to be political prisoners. (Ariana Cubillos/AP)


The United States has considered Maduro illegitimate going back to Venezuela's previous presidential election, a 2018 vote that was also widely seen as fraudulent. The Trump administration has accused his government of trafficking drugs to the United States. Maduro and several senior Venezuelan officials have been indicted in U.S. federal court on charges of narco-terrorism; the Justice and State departments this year increased the reward for information leading to his arrest or conviction to $50 million.
The administration began deploying warships to the Caribbean in August. U.S. forces have launched strikes against at least 29 boats off South and Central America, killing at least 105 people, since the start of September. The Coast Guard has seized two tankers this month and attempted to capture a third.
The administration says it's fighting drug trafficking. But President Donald Trump has said repeatedly that Maduro's "days are numbered"; he told reporters this week that he would be "smart" to step down.
The Venezuelan government has tried to respond through diplomacy while avoiding a military confrontation. Maduro has described the tanker seizures as acts of piracy aimed at stealing Venezuela's natural resources. On Monday, he sent a formal appeal to all 193 U.N. member states warning of a U.S. "escalation of extremely serious aggression."
"Venezuela has not committed any act that justifies this military intimidation," Maduro wrote. He described the U.S. approach as "the lethal use of force outside any international legal framework."
In an emergency meeting of the U.N. Security Council on Tuesday requested by Venezuela, Samuel Moncada, the country's representative, accused the United States of "the greatest extortion known in our history."
U.S. representative Mike Waltz responded that Maduro was "a fugitive from American justice and the head of the Foreign Terrorist Organization Cartel de Los Soles."
On Wednesday, 35-year-old Johany Mendez headed a prison in the state of Lara with a small bag of food and hygiene products for her nephew. During the hour-long drive, she prayed: "I just ask God to hear our clamor and get my boy back."
Gabriel Jose Rodriguez was 16 in January when he was arrested at a hospital in Lara. He'd gone for treatment with a fever. It was the day before Maduro's inauguration, his aunt said, and he was taken "because they said he looked like a troublemaker."
Over the past year, he has celebrated his 17th birthday and completed high school behind bars. He was also charged with terrorism, convicted, and, this month, sentenced to 10 years in prison. He's one of at least five teens imprisoned by the government.
"His father is destroyed, as we all are," his aunt said. "He loves Christmas -- in that way, he is still a kid. Now, without him, it feels empty."

People pose with Christmas decorations in a public square as the holiday season officially begins since  Venezuela's President Nicolas Maduro announced that Christmas celebrations would start in October, two months ahead of the traditional season, in Caracas, Venezuela Oct. 1, 2025. REUTERS/Gaby Oraa (Gaby Oraa/Reuters)


Jorgen Watne Frydnes, the chairman of the Norwegian Nobel Committee, spoke of Diaz's death this month in Oslo, where Venezuelan opposition leader Maria Corina Machado was honored with the 2025 Nobel Peace Prize.
"Alfredo Diaz, an opposition leader and former mayor, was pulled from a bus last November and thrown into the depths of El Helicoide, Latin America's largest torture chamber," Frydnes said. "One more political prisoner, in a long line of others. This week came the news of his death. Another life gone. Another victim of the regime."
In the past year, the government has imprisoned not only political leaders and activists but also regular citizens. Marggie Orozco, a 65-year-old physician, shared a WhatsApp message complaining about Venezuela's political crisis. She was arrested, charged and convicted of treason, instigating hate and conspiracy. In November, she was sentenced to 30 years in prison.
Also in November, the Committee for the Freedom of Political Prisoners said, a group of men, some in the uniforms of security forces, some not, "violently broke into" a Caracas home and arrested Samanta Sofia Hernandez Castillo, 16. Forty-eight hours later, her family learned of the arrest of her sister, Aranza Hernandez Castillo, 19, in Maracaibo, their mother, Ambar Castillo, told CNN. Sofia and Aranza are sisters of the former Venezuelan Army Lt. Cristian Hernandez, accused of treason and living in exile.
Outside El Helicoide on Tuesday, one prisoner's small family dressed in white for their visit. "This is the closest thing I have to hell," the prisoner's wife said. She spoke on the condition of anonymity out of concern, she said, for retaliation such as the cancellation of her visitation rights or her own arrest.
The woman and her two young children brought a couple of gifts, examined first by guards, and hallacas -- pastries of corn dough stuffed with meat and other ingredients and folded in plantain leaves -- a traditional Christmas dish here. "We gave him a little bit of our home flavors," she said. "My kids gave him a nutcracker, to protect him from the evil inside."
Her son, 8, has asked Santa this year for only one gift: his father's release.
"He believes he will wake up to his dad," the woman said.
She reads the same books as her husband as a way to connect with him, and the family planned to eat the same dinner and breakfast as he will. But she didn't know whether the guards would let him keep the food, or allow further visits. In August, Human Rights Watch reported, El Helicoide limited family deliveries to Fridays, "ending daily food and multiple weekly drop-offs."
"In other cases," the rights group said, "prison authorities allowed visits for a period of time and then arbitrarily denied them for weeks or months."
"Honestly," the prisoner's wife said, "sometimes I see Madam Justice with her eyes covered and I think, if there could be a way to uncover them and help her see."
Brown reported from Washington.
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Europe
'Carol of the Bells' was born in a Ukrainian city destroyed by Russia
The music school dedicated to the song's Ukrainian composer, Mykola Leontovych, was destroyed in Pokrovsk but has been reborn in exile.

Alla Dekhtyar plays piano and sings with her daughter, Natalia Aleksahina, left, and their friend Viktoriia Ametova. Dekhtyar used to direct a 30-person choir in Pokrovsk, which performed the traditional Ukrainian song "Shchedryk," also known for its English rendition, "Carol of the Bells." (Siobhan O'Grady/The Washington Post) 


By Siobhan O'Grady, Anastacia Galouchka | 2025-12-25
DNIPRO, Ukraine -- The cherished, century-old Ukrainian song that Americans know as "Carol of the Bells" was written for layers upon layers of voices to fill churches, concert halls and city squares.
But in wartime, Ukrainians have learned to improvise.
For one choir displaced by Russian bombardment from the very city where many believe the song was written, that means arranging the complex choral melody for just three singers this Christmas, down from their usual 30.
Hearing the arrangement performed by just three singers gives a sense of Ukraine after years of war at the moment: depleted, persistent, still beautiful.
Click the play button to hear the song.
The choir is from a historic music school in the besieged eastern city of Pokrovsk -- an institution so tied to the original Ukrainian song, called "Shchedryk," or "Bountiful," that it bears the name of its composer, Mykola Leontovych.
The piece has long served as an unofficial anthem for the city, where he lived from 1904 to 1908.
"Wherever we would go, we would sing this song," said Alla Dekhtyar, 67, the school's choir director who will be one of its three singers to perform at the school's downsized holiday concert this month. "It was like our business card."
That was before Russia's devastating advance on Pokrovsk forced most residents -- including every member of the choir -- to flee elsewhere in Ukraine or Europe.

An aerial view of a damaged building at National Technical University in Pokrovsk, Ukraine, shown in early December. (Russian Defense Ministry Press Service/AP) 


The Leontovych music school evacuated its most precious instruments in 2024, and drone footage of the city shows the building has since been largely destroyed. Russian forces now control some 95 percent of what's left of the city, which they aggressively shelled like so much of Ukraine they have sought to control.
The Leontovych school reopened in exile last year in Dnipro, some 115 miles to the west.
But with Pokrovsk's population so widely scattered, the choir that once blended dozens of voices for regular performances in Pokrovsk is down to just two sopranos and an alto, including Dekhtyar.
Even so, the trio will go ahead with their modified rendition of "Shchedryk" this year. Choosing another, simpler song to perform at the upcoming holiday concert was never an option.
Singing the song in its original Ukrainian remains an act of resistance against Russian aggression -- and a reminder of Ukraine's contributions to the global cultural canon.
That's especially true for those displaced from Pokrovsk. While the song is beloved across Ukraine, it is particularly special for the eastern city, where many believe Leontovych began writing it, long before it premiered in Kyiv in 1916 and stunned an American crowd at Carnegie Hall in 1922.
"For everyone else that melody means Christmas," said Angelina Rozhkova, director of the Pokrovsk Historical Museum, who also lives in exile in Dnipro. "For us, that melody means home -- a home that we don't have anymore, a home that is in ruins."
"For Russia," she added, "our home means territory that they want to take from us."

Composer Mykola Leontovych, center, is pictured with a group he conducted during his stay in Pokrovsk in the early 20th century. (Courtesy of Pokrovsk History Museum) 


Leontovych was the son of an orthodox priest and an aspiring music teacher. In 1904, he moved with his young wife to the small eastern village of Hryshyne -- a hub for rail workers expanding the train line, which eventually became Pokrovsk.
Born in Vinnytsia region in central Ukraine in 1877, there are competing tales of how Leontovych ended up so far east. One version is that he heard about a job posting to teach music at the railway school from rail workers themselves, Rozhkova said. Another claims he responded to a newspaper ad.
Once there, he directed several musical groups, including a choir of rail workers. They sang songs with Ukrainian, Russian and Jewish roots -- but his own music was influenced by sounds from his childhood. Leontovych was a fierce believer in an independent Ukrainian state, and as he gained fame was viewed, like other Ukrainian intellectuals, as a threat to Russia's influence over a country it claimed as its own.
"He is connected to the culture of Donbas," Rozhkova said, referring to the part of eastern Ukraine that includes Pokrovsk, and which Russia is trying to conquer. "He was very much carrying the flag of Ukrainian culture, he was performing repurposed traditional Ukrainian songs with his choir."
Historians believe that the opening notes of "Shchedryk" -- the same ones that have come to signal the start of the Christmas season around the world -- originated from a folkloric melody he heard sometime in his childhood, or that a choir member shared with him from their own memories.

Yevhenii Hryhorovych, director of the Leontovych music school, holds an archive image of the original school building. The newer building has been largely destroyed and students now study online or hours away in the city of Dnipro, where the school is operating in exile. (Siobhan O'Grady/The Washington Post) 


In the original version -- the one still sung in Ukraine -- there is no "ding dong, ding dong," no mention of silver bells, no announcement that "Christmas is here."
The lyrics never even mention Christmas.
Instead, voices describe a swallow fluttering through the sky as it ushers in a prosperous new year, urging a farmer to greet his newborn lambs and celebrate his future. It's because of that Pokrovsk includes a drawing of a swallow on the city's crest, which is based off a piece of art made by Leontovych's father.
The song only made its major debut abroad in 1922, one year after a Soviet security agent assassinated Leontovych over his nationalist views. A Ukrainian choir promoting the country's independence and cultural heritage performed it in Carnegie Hall that year to remarkable reviews -- although some American newspapers wrongly praised it as Russian music.
Eventually, Ukrainian American composer Peter Wilhousky adapted the song with a completely different set of lyrics in English, transforming it into a Christmas classic.
Click the play button to hear the song.
"When Leontovych was writing "Shchedryk," he didn't understand he was creating a hit," said Elmira Dzhabrailova-Kushnir, 39, a cultural history specialist in Kyiv. "For him, this was an ethnic study."
He built the iconic song around the distinct opening notes, building it out into a masterpiece that weaves different voices and melodies into a singular experience for the audience.
"He took three notes and through his genius, worked it into that song," Dekhtyar said.

A teacher and students rehearse at Leontovych music school, which reopened in Dnipro as Russian forces advanced on the key eastern city of Pokrovsk. (Siobhan O'Grady/The Washington Post) 


A week before Christmas, Dekhtyar and her trio from Pokrovsk gathered in the new Leontovych music school to rehearse.
The building in Dnipro is cozy and clean, the practice rooms complete with pianos evacuated from Pokrovsk last year.
But the space lacks most of the memories and people that made it home. Albums of archival photos dating back decades sit stacked in a corner. A painting of Leontovych leans against the wall.
Dekhtyar, who used to direct the choir, now sings in it as lead soprano. Her daughter, Natalia Aleksahina, 44, who also teaches vocals at the school, has taken the alto part. Their friend, Viktoriia Ametova, 43, joined Dekhtyar as second soprano.
Behind them, a Christmas tree illuminated the corner. Holiday lights twinkled on the walls. But there was little to celebrate. Inside, each singer's happy memories of home were buried under the pain of leaving.

From left, Dekhtyar, Ametova and Aleksahina. The trio agree that singing is one of the only reprieves they have left. (Siobhan O'Grady/The Washington Post) 


Aleksahina fled home with her mother in April 2022 after a Russian cluster munition tore through the roof of her parents' home.
Her 12-year-old daughter was there at the time of the attack but was unharmed. Her father was lightly wounded. The family expected the war would soon end and they would return home and rebuild. They occasionally visited Pokrovsk even as they settled in a rental apartment in Dnipro.
But as Russian forces slowly advanced and a mandatory evacuation order was issued in August 2024, they began to realize their temporary displacement might not be temporary after all.
"It's a painful subject," Dekhtyar said. "We all had our own houses. Now there's nothing left."
"There's nothing left," her daughter repeated. "Our friends, social circle, family -- everyone is scattered all over the place."
Ametova left amid evacuation orders in August 2024, after her neighbor's building was badly damaged. She still carries the keys to the house and apartment she owns in Pokrovsk everywhere she goes, even if she can't confirm they're still standing.
When she thinks of home, Ametova said, "I feel pain."
The trio agree that singing is one of the only reprieves they have left. And nothing makes them feel better than singing "Shchedryk," a song they can't remember not knowing -- a song that lives in them deeper than any other memory.
They stand up. They close their eyes. Dekhtyar raises her hands. They are just three voices, but together, they fill the entire room with the precious sound of home.
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Americas
Trump-backed conservative candidate wins Honduran presidential election
Nasry Asfura's win comes after weeks of delays and intervention by President Donald Trump, and amid accusations of electoral fraud by Asfura's main opponent.

Nasry Asfura, now the president-elect of Honduras, at a Dec. 1 news conference in the capital, Tegucigalpa. (Moises Castillo/AP)


By Tobi Raji | 2025-12-24
More than three weeks after Honduras held its presidential election, conservative candidate Nasry Asfura was declared the winner by Honduran election authorities Wednesday. The bruising contest devolved into chaos in late November when President Donald Trump pledged his support for Asfura, threatening -- two days before polls opened on Nov. 30 -- to cut aid if he didn't win the contest.
"Honduras: I am prepared to govern," President-elect Asfura wrote in a statement on social media. "I will not fail you."
Asfura won 40.27 percent of the vote, according to the country's electoral authority, narrowly eking out a win over television host Salvador Nasralla, of the centrist Liberal Party, who won 39.53 percent. The leftist government party candidate, Rixi Moncada, trailed in a distant third place. With Asfura's win, Honduras becomes the latest Latin American country to shift to the right.
Secretary of State Marco Rubio congratulated Asfura in a statement. "The United States ... looks forward to working with his administration to advance prosperity and security in our hemisphere."
The result comes after weeks of delays and amid accusations of issues with vote counting. On Wednesday, Nasralla made multiple posts on social media before the results were announced alleging electoral fraud and calling for intervention by international election monitors.
Trump's comments also prompted complaints of election interference from candidates and politicians on all sides. Trump called Nasralla a "borderline Communist," promising instead to work with Asfura, the former mayor of the Honduran capital, Tegucigalpa, to "fight the Narcocommunists."
"There's no doubt the timing of Trump's statements was deliberate," Juanita Goebertus Estrada, director of the Americas Division at Human Rights Watch, said in a statement to The Washington Post. "The immediate effect was predictable: it likely strengthened Asfura's hand in the final stretch of the campaign."
Trump's words were likely at the forefront of Hondurans' minds as they cast their votes, said Ana Maria Mendez Dardon, director for Central America at the Washington Office on Latin America, a D.C.-based think tank.
"I think many of the Hondurans this time casted their vote under fear and under threat. ... They know that the foreign policies toward Honduras have an impact on their lives," she said.
After election day, Trump accused the Honduran government of "trying to change the results of their Presidential Election." In a Truth Social post, he claimed electoral authorities were "abruptly stopping" the vote count at midnight on Sunday, with 47 percent of votes counted.
Trump's remarks injected an additional layer of insecurity about the integrity of the vote count and the potential for electoral fraud, Goebertus said. "It handed [the Liberty and Refoundation Party] a convenient pretext to dispute the preliminary results and injected even more distrust into an already discredited electoral process."
The result in Honduras comes just days after Chile elected ultraconservative former lawmaker Jose Antonio Kastnas as its next president, part of Latin America's rightward shift. Asfura will succeed Xiomara Castro, the country's first female president and the wife of former Honduran president Jose Manuel Zelaya, who was ousted by the Honduran military in 2009.
Asfura's win prompted congratulatory statements from Argentine President Javier Milei, another Trump ally in the region, and Juan Orlando Hernandez, Honduras's former leader who once led the National Party.
In the lead-up to the Honduran election, Trump granted a "full and unconditional" pardon to Hernandez. The former president was convicted by a U.S. court last year on charges that he ran the country as a "narco-state" and sentenced to 45 years in prison. He was released from a U.S. federal prison Dec. 1.
In the early years of Hernandez's presidency, U.S. administrations of both parties portrayed him as an ally against narco-trafficking and illegal immigration. In 2015, then-Vice President Joe Biden hosted him at the White House. In 2019, Trump praised him for his cooperation, saying the countries were "stopping drugs at a level that has never happened."
But by then, the Justice Department had launched an investigation into Hernandez as part of a broader probe of drug trafficking allegations against the Honduran political elite. During Trump's first administration, prosecutors had successfully indicted former Honduran National Police chief Juan Carlos "El Tigre" Bonilla and congressman Juan Antonio "Tony" Hernandez, the president's brother. Bonilla pleaded guilty in 2019 to conspiracy to import cocaine and was sentenced to 19 years in prison. Tony Hernandez was found guilty that year of conspiracy to import cocaine and weapons charges and sentenced to life.
In February 2022, weeks after he left office, Juan Orlando Hernandez was arrested by Honduran police at the request of U.S. authorities and extradited to the United States. Prosecutors said he built his political career on millions of dollars in bribes from traffickers in Honduras and Mexico. As president, he helped move at least 400 tons of cocaine to the United States while protecting traffickers from extradition and prosecution, they said.
Mendez Dardon criticized Trump's decision to pardon Hernandez as being "inconsistent and incoherent" with the administration's priorities. The Trump administration is waging what it calls a counternarcotics campaign off the coast of Venezuela. Trump has accused Nicolas Maduro, the country's leader, of sending violent criminals and drugs to the U.S. The administration has deployed U.S. troops and warships to the region. American forces have destroyed at least 28 boats in the Caribbean Sea and Pacific Ocean that officials say were carrying drugs to the U.S. More than 100 people have been killed.
"Pardoning a top trafficker while intensifying lethal operations against alleged low-level operatives creates instability and ultimately erodes U.S. credibility in the region," said Goebertus.
Samantha Schmidt contributed to this report.
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Europe
Zelensky open to withdrawing troops in new peace draft, awaits Russian reply
It is the first time Ukraine's Volodymyr Zelensky has inched toward any compromise on the issue of territory in the eastern Donbas region, which Russia claims.

Ukrainian President Volodymyr Zelensky is shown Friday in Warsaw while visiting the Polish president. (Omar Marques/Getty Images)


By Siobhan O'Grady, Mary Ilyushina | 2025-12-24
KYIV -- Ukrainian President Volodymyr Zelensky presented journalists a new version of a peace plan Wednesday that suggests he is open to withdrawing troops from eastern Ukraine to create a demilitarized zone if Russia agrees to do the same as part of a settlement to end the war.
The suggestions marks Zelensky's first inch toward any sort of compromise on the issue of territory in the eastern Donbas region, which Russia has demanded full control of despite failing to take several major cities militarily. The issue of territory remains one of the most contentious in discussions, with Ukraine arguing that giving up its land will only embolden Russia to attack again.
The 20-point draft Zelensky publicized Wednesday is far from final and has not been agreed to by Russia, which will probably oppose several major points, including the demand for both sides to withdraw their forces from Ukraine's east.
The document is the latest iteration of a proposal to end the war after weeks of difficult negotiations following a U.S. threat last month to cut off all support for Ukraine unless the country signed on to a 28-point version that made major concessions to Russia.
That warning triggered a diplomatic frenzy, including many meetings between a Ukrainian delegation and President Donald Trump's negotiators, including special envoy Steve Witkoff and the president's son-in-law Jared Kushner.
The latest plan makes clear that Ukraine continues to oppose the idea that it would be forced to withdraw its troops from its east but would consider doing so if Russia did the same. The goal would be to create a free economic zone that is not controlled by either military, Zelensky said.
Any such agreement, however, would require a national referendum, which would be difficult to organize without a ceasefire in place. It would also require Russia agreeing to this and other points in the document, which remains unlikely.
The establishment of a free economic zone would require significant work to determine who would control the territory, including potentially foreign peacekeepers. Russia has previously opposed the idea that foreign troops be stationed in Ukraine, and the two sides will probably find it difficult to agree which countries would contribute troops to such a mission.
Such an arrangement was suggested by the United States, which has repeatedly raised various suggestions that would prioritize business after the war. Zelensky previously said that if Ukrainian forces were to withdraw from any territory, it would only be logical for Russian forces to withdraw the same amount. He had also cast skepticism on how to secure such a zone, citing potential vulnerabilities to Russian infiltration.
Russia has previously stated that even if it did withdraw its military from some regions, it would expect to still control the area with police and national guard units.
Zelensky also said Wednesday that the current draft includes a peacetime Ukrainian military of 800,000 troops. The initial version would have limited the size to 600,000. Ukraine has repeatedly stated that its best security guarantee is its own armed forces.
The draft also includes references to security guarantees that would amount to similar protections as NATO's Article 5, which sees an attack on one member as an attack on all. An earlier draft of the plan had barred Ukraine from becoming part of NATO, which was deemed unacceptable to Ukrainians, who have put joining the alliance into their constitution.
Zelensky has emphasized in recent remarks that no one can view Ukraine as an obstacle to the peace process, but any plan cannot condemn future generations of Ukrainians to war with Russia.
The Kremlin has so far issued no official comment on the plan published Wednesday in the Ukrainian media.
Kremlin spokesman Dmitry Peskov did not respond to specific points in the plan, telling journalists that Russia's main demands "are well known to our colleagues in the U.S." Russia intends "to formulate our further position and continue our contacts in the very near future through the existing channels that are currently working," he said.
Reactions from pro-Kremlin commentators have been dismissive. Military blogger Alexander Kots described the proposal as "stillborn" and unacceptable to Moscow, pointing to what he called an irreconcilable contradiction between an 800,000-strong Ukrainian army and the stated Russian objective of demilitarizing Ukraine, as well as the absence of any compromise over the territories Donetsk, Luhansk, Kherson and Zaporizhzhia, which Russia has claimed but does not fully control.
State television host Olga Skabeeva dismissed key elements of the plan, including limits on Ukraine's armed forces, proposals for managing the Zaporizhzhia nuclear power plant, Russia's withdrawal from several regions and a 60-day ceasefire, as "Zelensky's crazy demands."
And in an op-ed in the pro-Kremlin newspaper Komsomolskaya Pravda, commentator Aleksandr Grishin called the plan "bogus," saying that its 20 points make no reference to what he claimed were understandings reached by Trump and Russian President Vladimir Putin during a summit in Anchorage in August.
Russia has shown little sign it is interested in finding a real settlement to the war. Ukraine had requested a Christmas truce, which Russia declined. Russia has continued to aggressively bomb Ukraine in recent days, targeting the energy grid and triggering more widespread blackouts across the country. Russia's early-morning attack on Tuesday killed three people, including a 4-year-old child.
Warnings continue that more bombardment is likely as the energy system is under greater stress responding to the subzero temperatures taking hold across Ukraine.
On Wednesday, meanwhile, a police car exploded in Moscow, killing two police officers in the same spot where a general was killed by a car bomb two days earlier. Ukraine did not claim responsibility for the attacks but Russia has suggested Kyiv could be behind the operations.
The Russian Investigative Committee said in a statement that two traffic police officers saw a suspicious individual near a police car. As they approached to detain him, an explosive device detonated.
Two prominent Russian military bloggers pointed fingers at Ukrainian and European special services, blaming them for the attack and attempting to destabilize Russia from within.
"I believe that the Ukrainian (British, and U.S.) intelligence services are trying to open a second (subversive) front inside Russia," state media military correspondent Alexander Sladkov wrote on his Telegram blog.
Sladkov also questions whether the CCTV surveillance system bolstered in Moscow in recent years would help identify those responsible for the attack, and noted that if the investigation results are not released this week, it will be a "demonstration of weakness."
Another war reporter, Alexander Kots, wrote that the explosion "clearly bears the mocking signature" of special services from Ukraine and Britain.
"This is a typical British anti-crisis: sow panic among the population, destabilize it from within, create a sense of insecurity, undermine the authority of the authorities and the security services, provoke public discontent with the special military operation, and provoke rallies calling for its swift end," Kots wrote.
Ilyushina reported from Berlin. Anastacia Galouchka in Kyiv and Natalia Abbakumova in Riga, Latvia, contributed to this report.
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National Security
Pentagon says China's nuclear warhead growth slows, commits to stabilizing tensions
The Department of Defense's new China Military Power Report notes China's continued buildup, while taking a more conciliatory approach to tensions with Beijing.

Military vehicles carrying intercontinental ballistic missiles DF-31AG travel past Tiananmen Square during the military parade marking the 70th founding anniversary of People's Republic of China on its National Day in Beijing. (2019, Jason Lee/Reuters) 


By Cate Cadell | 2025-12-24
The Pentagon assesses that China's production of nuclear warheads has slowed after a rapid buildup since 2020, with fewer new weapons added to its arsenal. But China's program continues to expand, focusing on lower-yield nuclear weapons and early counterstrike capabilities, and remains on track to field 1,000 warheads by the end of the decade.
The China Military Power Report -- an annual unclassified Pentagon assessment of Beijing's capabilities delivered to Congress -- departs from the language of recent editions that emphasized the looming challenge of China's military buildup, instead highlighting President Donald Trump's efforts to stabilize ties with the world's fastest-growing military power.
Beijing's total nuclear warhead arsenal likely remained in the low 600s, the report says, similar to last year's figures, "reflecting a slower rate of production" -- down from the estimated 100 additional warheads a year since 2020. The report notes that the People's Liberation Army is, however, continuing "its massive nuclear expansion," and showing "no appetite" for arms control discussions.
The report strikes an overall more conciliatory tone on Beijing's military ambitions. Where last year's assessment described Beijing as the "pacing challenge" for the U.S. military -- a term also used during Trump's first administration, this year's report describes China's rapidly expanding military as a "logical" result of the country growing more wealthy and powerful.
"President Trump seeks a stable peace, fair trade, and respectful relations with China, and the Department of War will ensure that he is able to achieve these objectives," it reads.
Despite the shift in tone, the report lays out mounting challenges posed by Beijing's ambitions to assert control over Taiwan and expand a conventional missile force that is increasingly approaching U.S. capabilities.
Analysts say it highlights the challenges facing the Trump administration in balancing efforts to prioritize U.S. interests in trade while projecting military dominance in the Indo-Pacific.
"There's an inherent contradiction running through the report: it lays bare the scale of China's military expansion and Taiwan ambitions while simultaneously suggesting the relationship is stabilizing. Those two stories can't be reconciled -- no matter how hard the administration tries to preserve the trade truce," said Craig Singleton, senior China fellow at the Foundation for Defense of Democracies think tank.
The annual military assessment comes as Trump prepares to travel to Beijing next year, following a trade detente reached with Chinese leader Xi Jinping in South Korea that eased tensions over Trump's aggressive tariff program and Beijing's weaponization of its rare-earth monopoly.
The report comes as the White House is signaling different priorities on China. The recently released National Security Strategy -- a document outlining the administration's defense priorities -- frames China's challenge more in economic terms while shifting the U.S. focus to threats in the Western Hemisphere.
Even as tensions have eased since the South Korea meeting, national security frictions continue to flare up between the two countries. On Monday, Beijing reacted angrily to the U.S. seizure of a Venezuelan oil tanker en route to China amid escalating tensions between Washington and Caracas. Chinese officials also strongly condemned the approval of a record $11 billion U.S. weapons package for Taiwan last week.
The Pentagon report notes that Beijing is ramping up efforts to "coerce" Taiwan to unify with China through a campaign of military patrols -- including a twofold increase in incursions into Taiwan's air defense identification zone between 2023 and 2025 -- and using increasingly aggressive political rhetoric as part of a campaign to undermine the island's independent rule.
China's embassy in Washington did not immediately respond to a request for comment.
Despite producing fewer nuclear warheads, China's broader nuclear program has expanded in other ways, including the development of more versatile low-yield weapons and upgrades to its counterstrike systems, the report notes. China has likely loaded more than 100 intercontinental ballistic missiles into desert silos, advancing capabilities for long-range strikes closer to U.S. territories.
At over 600 nuclear warheads, China's arsenal remains far smaller than U.S. stockpile of about 3,700, but the report says upgrades in China's program likely have enhanced its ability to rapidly retaliate. "This reliance on the strategic level of deterrence -- likely nuclear weapons, but also cyber and space capabilities -- indicates the growing confidence and comfort the PLA has with conventional escalation," it said.
The significance of China's expanding arsenal has been thrown into sharper relief amid rising global tensions over nuclear weapons. Russia has stepped up nuclear intimidation since its invasion of Ukraine, while Trump has ordered the United States to resume nuclear testing "immediately," accusing Moscow and Beijing of skirting a three-decade moratorium.
Analysts said a slowdown in the production of nuclear weapons could also point to changes in China's threat perception. "Beijing may currently perceive a reduced existential threat from the United States and, accordingly, less urgency to pursue nuclear expansion at maximum speed than during the peak of U.S.-China hostility around 2021," said Tong Zhao, a nuclear specialist and senior fellow at the Carnegie Endowment for International Peace.
He added that China's 2023 overhaul of the PLA Rocket Force following a corruption scandal could mean the country is working to "prioritize internal reform and more sustainable, effective long-term growth."
Elsewhere, the Pentagon report notes China's advance of military programs in artificial intelligence, biotechnology, quantum technology, and advanced semiconductors -- partly through acquisitions of U.S. technology. While restrictions on high-end processors have constrained China's AI industry, illicit smuggling networks have likely allowed companies such as Deepseek and Huawei to obtain U.S. semiconductors for projects with potential military significance.
The Trump administration has sought to balance U.S. security and trade with Beijing -- maintaining restrictions on some high-end chips while, earlier this month, lifting controls to allow approved customers in China access to advanced Nvidia H200 semiconductors.
"The Pentagon is warning that China already treats advanced accelerators as a strategic asset -- using intermediaries and shell networks to evade controls -- so the White House's desire to reopen the export spigot is strategically backward," Singleton said. "It turns an enforcement problem into a policy choice that strengthens exactly the capability the report flags as a growing threat."
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Economy
10 charts that show where the economy is heading
The U.S. economy experienced steady growth in 2025, despite concerns over inflation and the job market, with artificial intelligence playing a significant role in driving growth.

(The Washington Post/Illustration by Anna Lefkowitz/The Washington Post; iStock; Adobe Stock)


By Abha Bhattarai, Rachel Lerman | 2025-12-25
Despite a series of road bumps, the 2025 economy proved surprisingly steady.
Americans kept spending and businesses kept investing, especially in artificial intelligence. Other bright spots for the economy included gas prices that hovered close to $3 a gallon, an unemployment rate that stayed close to 4 percent, and Americans saving about 5 percent of their paychecks each month.
But there were concerns -- home sales remained sluggish and manufacturing contracted amid tariff uncertainties. And despite relatively stable metrics, Americans grew uneasy about the state of the economy.
What comes next? Economists are watching closely for signs that a slowing job market or worsening inflation could derail growth. They're also keeping a close eye on whether Americans' glum outlook on the economy begins changing the ways they spend and save.
Here are 10 areas economists are tracking to gauge where things may be headed.
Inflation was at 2.7 percent as of November and spent most of the year higher than what Americans or policymakers would like. Inflation has come down significantly from a post-pandemic peak of 9 percent, but escalating costs continue to dominate worries about the economy.
A number of everyday costs, including electric bills, used cars and coffee, picked up in 2025, largely because of President Donald Trump's new tariffs and policy changes. But some prices went down, including eggs (which are 13 percent cheaper than they were a year ago) and TVs (7 percent less). And last month, Trump dropped tariffs on a wide array of groceries, including coffee, beef, bananas and tomatoes.
It's too soon to tell whether inflation will continue cooling. Some economists worry that the president's policies could drive up a variety of costs, including for imported goods and health care premiums.
"Policy out of Washington is the biggest wild card," said Mark Zandi, chief economist at Moody's Analytics. "There are all kinds of proposals, from $2,000 stimulus checks to Trump Accounts and more checks for farmers -- all of which come with costs and complications."
The job market cooled significantly in 2025, with employers adding less than one-third of the jobs they did in 2024, at least through November. Unemployment has edged higher, and laid-off workers say it's becoming harder to find new jobs.
Economists say it's unclear where things are headed: Some expect hiring to pick up at the turn of the year, while others say Americans could be facing several more months of rising unemployment. Still, one thing they can agree on is that the fate of the economy largely hinges on what happens next in the labor market.
"We're not expecting a hiring boom, but we are looking for some [thawing] from this 'no-hire, no-fire' environment," said Kathy Bostjancic, chief U.S. economist at Nationwide.
Business spending on artificial intelligence has juiced the economy in a big way. Investment in information processing equipment and software accounted for the majority of growth in gross domestic product in the first half of 2025, according to Harvard University economist Jason Furman. Firms have invested billions in data centers and new technology, in hopes that AI will revolutionize the economy. By 2030, industry and government projections show, data centers could account for more than 10 percent of the nation's power usage.
"So far AI has been a powerful tailwind for growth," said Zandi, adding that it's less clear whether that will continue. "If productivity starts kicking in, does that mean we lose jobs? Or, on the other hand, if that doesn't happen, will investors say, 'Oh my gosh, I've overpaid,' which would knock down stocks and pose threats across the economy? We just don't know."
AI-related spending contributed to about 14 percent of the third quarter's GDP growth, Joe Brusuelas, chief economist at RSM US, wrote in an email to clients. Businesses spending on equipment and intellectual property continued to grow, albeit at a slower pace than it did earlier in the year.
Trump has made it clear he'd like interest rates to fall to zero. But rates have remained stubbornly high for much of the year.
Generally, higher interest rates help slow down the broader economy, playing a key role in keeping inflation in check. With inflation holding fairly steady throughout much of the year, the Federal Reserve lowered interest rates three times before hinting at its December meeting that it would stay put for a while.
"We're well positioned to wait and see how the economy evolves from here," Fed Chair Jerome H. Powell said at the time.
Interest rates have been edging down for the past few months, though borrowing costs for mortgages, cars and other longer-term loans have not immediately changed in response to Fed rate cuts. Fixed-term mortgage rates, in particular, are more influenced by Treasury bond yields, which are determined by investors' views of the economy as a whole.
Home sales stayed sluggish throughout the year, marking three straight years of subpar performance, said Lawrence Yun, chief economist at the National Association of Realtors.
The top concern suppressing the market is higher costs, or what some are calling affordability. Home prices have risen, mortgage rates remain relatively high and would-be shoppers are feeling the impact of high costs on other parts of life press in on them.
Builders are dealing with rising material and labor costs, Raymond James Chief Economist Eugenio Aleman said in a statement about the December National Association of Home Builders housing market index.
"We continue to expect weakness in the housing market during 2026 as mortgage rates are expected to remain relatively high during the year," he said.
But some experts are optimistic that things could start to turn around in 2026. Inventory crunches are starting to ease, Yun said. He expects mortgage rates to continue falling next year.
"Housing is very cyclical," he said, noting that people eventually have to move. "People want to downsize, some people to upsize, there are always life-changing events."
U.S. manufacturing has slowed this year as tariff uncertainty drags on the sector. Economic activity shrank for the ninth straight month in November, according to the Institute for Supply Management.
Trump has positioned his widespread tariffs as necessary to bring a "Golden Age" back to American manufacturing, a sector that has shrunk significantly since its heyday last century. White House leaders have said this process will take time and may include some short-term pain.
While some businesses have benefited, many are struggling to deal with higher costs on imported materials and the general uncertainty of tariffs.
"The jobs gained by protecting sectors like steel and aluminum, for example, were far outweighed by losses due to those inputs becoming more expensive," Meagan Martin-Schoenberger, senior economist at KPMG, told The Post in October.
Two-thirds of panelists surveyed by the Institute for Supply Management said that their companies were "managing head counts" rather than hiring. The manufacturing industry's fate next year is tied to that of Trump's tariffs, which hangs in the balance, waiting for the U.S. Supreme Court to issue a ruling on the bulk of this year's levies.
So far in 2025, economic growth is looking like a bright spot, despite broader uncertainty. After a dip earlier in the year, the U.S. economy grew at its fastest pace in two years from July through September.
But economists caution that pace is unlikely to continue. The summer boost was driven mainly by consumer spending and a rise in net exports, as U.S. companies sold more industrial supplies, pharmaceuticals and gold abroad.
Economists forecast the GDP will show tepid, if any, growth in the current quarter, largely because of the spending and investment hit from the lengthy government shutdown.
Gas prices were another bright spot for Americans in 2025, holding relatively steady and avoiding the surges that make Americans sour on the economy.
OPEC increased oil output, leading to more supply on the market, and the U.S. avoided some of the seasonal price increases it usually sees as tariff uncertainty gripped the economy.
Gas prices have been a source of consternation for U.S. consumers in recent years, especially during the 2022 inflation increases and when the war in Ukraine and other factors have caused volatility.
"A lot of that has finally settled down, and that has brought Americans a year of remarkable stability," said Patrick De Haan, head of petroleum analysis at GasBuddy. He expects gas prices to continue to ease slightly next year, and seasonal price changes to take hold once again.
The stock market soared this year, climbing about 17 percent as investors remained optimistic about corporate earnings and the AI boom.
The market's gains were partly led by big tech companies, which are benefiting from the technology and potential of artificial intelligence. And company profits have stayed strong this year, despite a softening labor market.
Despite concerns about a possible AI bubble and an economy increasingly divided between high-and low-income consumers, analysts are hopeful that the stock market's staying power will persist next year.
Interest rates are easing, and possible productivity gains from AI are making businesses optimistic. JPMorgan Chase forecasts the S&P 500 will grow between 13 percent and 15 percent for the next two years.
Brisk consumer spending, led by health care, recreational goods and cars, made up more than half of the latest quarter's GDP growth.
Some of this year's spending looks different, however -- Americans scooped up more necessities during their early holiday spending sprees this year, buying appliances, clothing and furniture. Economists note that the gap between the highest earners and everyone else has recently widened, as economic stress begins to pinch the middle class. And consumer confidence in the economy keeps falling.
Still, despite concerns about affordability, consumers are still spending money and driving the economy.
S&P Global analysts expect consumer spending growth to cool slightly next year.
"We think a weakening job market, lingering sticker shock, higher bills on student loans, and restrictive immigration policies will limit any upside to spending growth from lower interest rates and tax refunds," analysts wrote in a note this month.
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Media
Bari Weiss defends held '60 Minutes' story in email to CBS News staff
CBS News editor in chief Bari Weiss shelved a "60 minutes" segment because she said it needed additional reporting, including an interview with a Trump administration official.

The CBS Broadcast Center in Manhattan. (Spencer Platt/Getty Images)


By Scott Nover | 2025-12-24
Bari Weiss explained her decision to hold a "60 Minutes" segment earlier this week in an email to CBS News staff Wednesday, saying she is working to win back the trust of American viewers.
"Right now, the majority of Americans say they do not trust the press. It isn't because they're crazy," she began. "To win back their trust, we have to work hard. Sometimes that means doing more legwork. Sometimes it means telling unexpected stories. Sometimes it means training our attention on topics that have been overlooked or misconstrued. And sometimes it means holding a piece about an important subject to make sure it is comprehensive and fair."
The new CBS News editor in chief continued: "In our upside-down moment, this may seem radical. Such editorial decisions can cause a firestorm, particularly on a slow news week. And the standards for fairness we are holding ourselves to, particularly on contentious subjects, will surely feel controversial to those used to doing things one way. But to fulfill our mission, it's necessary."
The postponed segment was set to cover the Trump administration's deportations of Venezuelan migrants to El Salvador's CECOT prison and had been heavily promoted by CBS before its scheduled Sunday air date.
On Sunday, the correspondent for the segment, Sharyn Alfonsi, wrote to colleagues that Weiss had "spiked" the story. While she did not share the explicit reason, she suggested that Weiss was dissatisfied that the Trump administration did not participate in the story.
"If the administration's refusal to participate becomes a valid reason to spike a story, we have effectively handed them a 'kill switch' for any reporting they find inconvenient," Alfonsi wrote Sunday. "If the standard for airing a story becomes 'the government must agree to be interviewed,' then the government effectively gains control over the '60 Minutes' broadcast."
In a Monday morning meeting, Weiss told colleagues that she "held that story because it wasn't ready," according to a person who attended the meeting who spoke on the condition of anonymity to share nonpublic comments. "We need to be able to make every effort to get the principals on the record and on camera."
CBS News did not respond to a request for comment Wednesday, but in a previous statement a spokeswoman said, "The 60 Minutes report on 'Inside CECOT' will air in a future broadcast."
Weiss joined CBS News as editor in chief in October after newly formed parent company Paramount Skydance bought her website, the Free Press, for $150 million. Paramount Skydance is run by David Ellison, the son of Larry Ellison, the billionaire co-founder of Oracle and an ally of President Donald Trump.
Critics have echoed Alfonsi's concerns. "This is what government censorship looks like," Sen. Edward J. Markey (D-Massachusetts) wrote in in a post on X. "Trump approved the Paramount-Skydance merger. A few months later, CBS's new editor in chief kills a deeply reported story critical of Trump."
To get its deal approved by the Trump administration, Paramount Skydance made concessions, including appointing an ombudsman with Republican Party ties to police bias in news. It also vowed to eliminate diversity initiatives, a focus of the Federal Communications Commission chairman, Brendan Carr.
Weiss's defenders have blasted the show's staff as insubordinate and misdirected. "Every one of those producers at '60 Minutes' engaged in this revolt, fire them. Clean house," White House Deputy Chief of Staff Stephen Miller said in a video posted on X.
Tanya Simon, the executive producer of "60 Minutes," told staff in a private meeting Monday that she stood by the segment, which was approved by the network's standards department and lawyers, according to a partial transcript of the meeting obtained by The Washington Post.
"In the end, our editor in chief had a different vision for how the piece should be, and it came late in the process, and we were not in a position to address the notes," Simon said. "We pushed back, we defended our story, but she wanted changes, and I ultimately had to comply."
Even though the segment never aired in the United States, it was briefly made available in Canada. In that version, Alfonsi said the Department of Homeland Security had declined an interview request and referred questions to the government of El Salvador, which she said didn't reply. It also included clips of Trump and White House press secretary Karoline Leavitt.
Weiss's Wednesday email to staff was co-signed by CBS News President Tom Cibrowski, as well as two of Weiss's recently appointed deputies: Charles Forelle, the managing editor, and Adam Rubenstein, the deputy editor.
"No amount of outrage -- whether from activist organizations or the White House -- will derail us," the email concluded. "We are not out to score points with one side of the political spectrum or to win followers on social media. We are out to inform the American public and to get the story right. Restoring the integrity of the news is a difficult task. We can't think of a more important one. Merry Christmas -- and thank you, especially, to everyone who is working over this holiday."
Liam Scott contributed to this report.
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Politics
Heritage staffers quit amid latest strife at conservative institution
"Most of our staff, from our legal and economic centers, are departing immediately," Heritage President Kevin Roberts wrote in a Sunday night email.

A banner of President Donald Trump hangs on the Heritage Foundation building near the U.S. Capitol in Washington. (Tom Brenner/For The Washington Post)


By Jacob Bogage, Isaac Arnsdorf | 2025-12-25
More than a dozen employees of the Heritage Foundation walked away from their jobs over the weekend as the right-wing think tank struggles with allegations of antisemitism and as the conservative movement grapples with its post-Trump future.
"This weekend, most of our staff, from our legal and economic centers, are departing immediately," Heritage President Kevin Roberts wrote in a Sunday night email to staff obtained by The Washington Post. "We wish them well, though the manner of their departures speaks volumes."
After publication, Heritage spokesman Cody Sargent disputed the quotations from Roberts's email and provided a different version. Sargent's version included an identical time stamp and read, "additional staff, from our legal and economic centers, are departing immediately" and "alignment on mission and loyalty to the institution and colleagues are non-negotiable."
Heritage has been wrapped in controversy for more than a month after Roberts defended former Fox News host Tucker Carlson's interview with Nick Fuentes, a white supremacist who routinely espouses antisemitic views.
Roberts has explained that he was trying to appeal to Fuentes's followers, who might be open to adopting Heritage's worldview. After several apologies last month, he said the foundation would cut ties with Carlson, though he said the podcaster remains a personal friend.
The Wall Street Journal first reported the departures.
In a statement, Heritage Foundation chief advancement officer Andy Olivastro said the departing staff members were disloyal. He said two of the departing employees had been terminated for "conduct inconsistent with Heritage's mission and standards."
"Their departures clear the way for a stronger, more focused team," Olivastro said.
Three board members, including two last week, have also resigned in protest over what they saw as an insufficient response to combating antisemitism concerns at Heritage.
It's unclear how many staffers left the organization over the weekend. Thirteen former employees, including three in leadership posts, were hired at Advancing American Freedom, a competing policy and advocacy group founded by former vice president Mike Pence. The group said it raised more than $10 million to fund the hires.
Pence's group defines its ideological tenets as free markets, limited government and the rule of law -- staking out a claim to ground that the Heritage Foundation once occupied.
Historically, institutions such as Heritage and the American Conservative Union served to guard the party's flank against extremists and fringe figures who could undermine electoral appeals to middle-of-the-road Americans.
But in the Trump era, those groups have transformed to more closely match the nationalism, isolationism and economic populism of the MAGA movement, sparking new controversies over  which views that banner should or should not tolerate.
John Malcolm was Heritage's vice president at its Institute for Constitutional Government  and led the think tank's Meese Center for Legal and Judicial Studies. Former attorney general Edwin Meese III said in a news release that his eponymous center would relocate to Pence's Advancing American Freedom.
Charles "Cully" Stimson and Hans von Spakovsky, the two staffers Roberts had tapped to run the Meese Center on an interim basis, also quit Monday afternoon.
"We regret leaving what has long been the premier conservative institution where we have spent so much of our legal careers, but feel we can no longer carry out that mission," the pair wrote in a joint resignation letter.
Richard Stern ran Heritage's economic policy group, and Kevin Dayaratna was Heritage's chief statistician; both also departed for Pence's group.
Advancing American Freedom announced that 10 additional policy associates had joined the organization from Heritage.
Pence, in a statement, called the newcomers "principled" and said they bring "a love of country, and a deep commitment to the Constitution and Conservative Movement." But Roberts, in his email, emphasized obedience.
"Heritage has always been home to voices within the conservative movement, but alignment on mission and loyalty to senior leadership are nonnegotiable," he wrote.
Josh Blackman, who edited the Heritage Guide to the Constitution, also resigned Sunday. In his resignation letter published by the libertarian magazine Reason, Blackman said Roberts made the think tank's brand "toxic" and caused judges to say they would no longer speak at Heritage events or recommend their clerks to its programs.
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Food
Nordic candy shops are making sweet waves across the U.S.
With a particular focus on viral Nordic candies, new sweet shops are cropping up all over the country.

(Lauren Bulbin/TWP)


By Ethan Beck | 2025-12-25
Nordic candy was almost inescapable for Maddie Langlois.
Anytime she opened TikTok last year, she encountered sweets of all shapes and sizes from the New York shop BonBon. They had tiny strawberry squids, various types of sour fish, foam skulls and raspberry puckers. Soon enough, other confectionery companies -- including Swedish brand Bubs and the Los Angeles-based Sockerbit -- began swarming social media. Nearly all of these candy enterprises sourced their sweets from Europe.
This was good news for Langlois, 26, who had long been self-conscious about preferring gummies to chocolate. "In my mind, gummy candy is immature," said Langlois, who works as a publicist in Boston. "I felt like chocolate was more widely acceptable. So, when gummies were like popping off, I was like, 'Oh, sweet, I need one of these stores near us, so I can go in and get all this gummy candy that I want to try.'"
She got her wish. This year, a handful of stores that stock Nordic candies opened in Boston, beginning in February with Madeleine's Candy Shop. They're part of a larger wave of boutique, social-media-friendly shops cropping up around the country off the back of the viral Swedish candy craze.
In fall 2024, Elly Ross opened a quaint West Village shop called Lil Sweet Treat, before rapidly adding six more locations in Manhattan, Boston, Philadelphia and (as of last month) D.C. Farther north in Portland, Maine, Nikoline Ostergaard founded Sodt, alongside her mother and sister, after seeing that there was a market for treats from her native Denmark. In Utah, the two co-founders of a Swedish-inspired clothing brand brought some Nordic sweets to a pop-up event. Seeing the fervor that the candy caused, Malia Bradburn and Olive Redd decided to open So Swede in an extra office space.

Many of these new candy stores use a pick-and-mix setup, including the Lil Sweet Treat location in D.C.'s Georgetown neighborhood. (Marvin Joseph/The Washington Post)


These shops bring Nordic sweets into the neighborhoods of online candy connoisseurs. But inside the shops, the line blurs between the digital sphere and reality: With bright wallpapers, cute baggies and the pick-and-mix setups, these stores are playgrounds for TikTok videos and Instagram posts.
It's that sleek, fancy feel that defines many of these shops, including Madeleine's Candy Shop, which "feels like you're at like a boutique clothing store or a boutique grocery store," according to Marina Gearhart, 31, who first encountered Madeleine's while looking for a specific elderflower fish candy from BonBon. "The wallpaper in there feels like a hotel. They really know what they're doing."

The surge in popularity has prompted several boutique shops to quickly place additional orders or close because they sold out of candies. (Marvin Joseph/The Washington Post)


That emphasis on elevating candy culture comes from Scandinavia, where a weekly dose of candy for kids is as standard as recess. Leo Schaltz, one of BonBon's co-founders, remembers biking to go pick up sweets for lordagsgodis, a Swedish and Norwegian tradition where children eat candy only on Saturdays. "To a Swede, going to buy your candy on Saturday is the closest thing we have to a religious tradition," he said.
Sweets shops are, of course, not exclusive to Europe. Across America, penny candy shops used to be well represented at general stores, apothecaries, on boardwalks and in vacation towns. Often featuring specific, locally made treats, many of them began to close because of corporate consolidation or because the candy manufacturers moved overseas between the '70s and '90s, according to Sasha Zabar, who owns Glace Candy in Manhattan and whose family runs Zabar's.
"A lot of the smaller-scale candy businesses became co-packers and manufacturers for nutraceuticals, like vitamin gummies and also THC-related stuff as well," Zabar said. "There's not a lot of companies that make candy anymore, especially in the U.S."

One of the biggest sellers at Lil Sweet Treat is Bubs, a Swedish candy brand that has gone viral on social media. (Lauren Bulbin/The Washington Post)


These new European-inspired shops are just the latest in a long history of upscale sweet spots, according to Susan Benjamin, a candy historian and founder of the True Treats store. In contrast to inexpensive, corner-store-type shops, Benjamin notes a long history of posh places selling bonbons and truffles or advertising French-style chocolates. Madeleine's and Lil Sweet Treat are among the latest places to capitalize on Americans' curiosity about European snacks.
"Even though they may not know it, they're going back to the old model of candy being special, where you get a sample when you go in a candy store on a little silver plate and you try a little bit, or where it's got special lighting," Benjamin said. "It's almost like a jewelry store, the way they used to do it."
For the candy fans that The Washington Post spoke to for this story, the polished look of these stores doesn't hurt, but the thrill is around the novelty: different flavors, chewy textures and a freedom to buy whatever amount they want through the mix-and-match system. Christine Oh, a 36-year-old intensive care unit nurse who lives near Sodt in Maine, said it's about trying something that she had previously seen only online.
"There's definitely plenty to choose from, but it wasn't too much," Oh said about Sodt's cozy space. "It was fun because everything was new. Of course, Bubs and Squashies I had seen from TikTok. But all the other options I really wasn't familiar with."
In these stores, sweets are presented as a conduit to the customer's inner child. Schaltz said that he has a touch of Peter Pan syndrome, which is how BonBon came up with its tagline: "Growing up is a trap." After all, it's hard for customers be upset about work or politics or parenting when they're considering whether to purchase marshmallow squeezes or tart gummies.
Some of these shops don't exclusively carry European candy. But a broader selection of treats brought Gearhart right back to her childhood when she first went to Madeleine's. "Walking in there, seeing ones like sour Airhead belts -- something that I remember having at summer camp when I was a kid -- is really nostalgic," she said.
The demand for higher-quality candy also helps. Several treat slingers noted that customers are intrigued by European health regulations, where ingredients such as titanium dioxide and potassium bromate, which can be found in some fruity candies, are banned. These stricter rules appeal to the MAHA-curious that stop into the stores.
"There's something to be said about the health movement that's happening in America on TikTok and social media," said Bradburn, adding that the use of natural dyes and the lack of high-fructose corn syrup or red dye No. 40 in Nordic candies "has also played a part in people being intrigued by it."

BonBon was early to the Nordic candy trend, opening its first New York store in 2018. (Jared Siskin/Getty Images for Eater)


Nearly all of the shop owners that The Post spoke with mentioned that just after opening, they had to quickly place additional orders or close because they sold out of European candies. A few spots -- Lil Sweet Treat, So Swede and BonBon -- have plans to expand, while others are just trying to keep up with the demand of a single location.
"I don't need to have 17 locations," said Madeleine Brason, the founder of Madeleine's Candy Shop. "I want to be that nostalgic neighborhood local store that hopefully has longevity."
Integrating Madeleine's into the surrounding community in Boston was always part of Brason's plan. Otherwise, she fears, these candy stores might go the way of the frozen yogurt boom. Even if retail is struggling, the brick-and-mortar shops help candy become a place for people to connect, according to shop owners.
"It's a lot harder to do that over e-commerce, because it's a little bit more transactional," said Ross, who worked in tech before founding Lil Sweet Treat. "There's no way for two old best friends to meet up and make an activity of creating a candy bag."
The remarkable staying power of those colorful Swedish candies was a shock to Madison Banks, 25, who thought "we would move on to maybe a different nationality or a different niche" by now. But hearing that So Swede was regularly selling out of sweets this summer, Banks decided to drop by the shop, where the continued success began to click.
"Everyone was in there, gathering around these jars of candy, talking about what they wanted."
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Advice
Ask Sahaj: After an argument three Christmases ago, our daughter cut contact
What can these parents do to reconnect with their daughter who hasn't spoken to her family in three years?

(Illustration by Maria Alconada Brooks/The Washington Post; iStock)


By Sahaj Kaur Kohli | 2025-12-25
Dear Sahaj: Three years ago, my oldest daughter, her husband and three children came to visit me and my wife for the Christmas holiday. As usual, her family would stay in my home from Christmas and past the New Year holiday.
During Christmas Eve, she and one of my other kids got into a heated argument and she just packed up all her luggage and drove back to her home in another state with her family. My wife and I had nothing to do with her fight with her sibling. My wife and I have been calling her and emailing her to not make such a small thing into a big thing. So far, she has ignored our pleas.
She totally cut communications with all members of her family including other siblings who were not involved in her fight. The worst part of this episode is that my wife and I miss our three grandchildren, whom we have not seen for more than three years. Please advise us on what to do in this difficult situation. Thanks.
-- Cut Off
Cut Off: When an adult child cuts off contact for years, it is rarely about one argument alone. While the Christmas Eve fight may have been the visible trigger, your daughter may have experienced it as part of a longer pattern of feeling unsupported or dismissed within the family. This might seem "small" to you, but chances are it's "big" to your daughter -- otherwise, she probably wouldn't have left so suddenly.
Before I advise on what you can do, here's what not to do: Don't continue to minimize what happened. Don't pressure her to reconnect for the sake of the family or grandchildren. Don't repeatedly call and email her begging her to explain herself. Don't use her kids as emotional leverage. And don't defend your neutrality. When someone feels hurt, the fastest way to lose them is to tell them they "shouldn't" feel that way.
At this point, reconciliation is unlikely to come from persuading or pleading and is more likely to begin with accountability and curiosity -- even if you don't feel like you were directly involved in the conflict. This does not mean agreeing with her version of events or taking blame for things you don't believe you did. But it does mean being willing to acknowledge impact over intent, and to recognize that something in the family dynamic -- and even in your relationship with her -- did not (and does not) feel safe or supportive to her, even if that was never your goal.
If you choose to reach out again, do so thoughtfully, and with a message that centers listening rather than correction. That might sound like: "We've spent time reflecting, and we realize we may have focused too much on how things looked to us instead of how they felt to you. We're sorry for any ways we dismissed or failed to support you. We miss you and the kids deeply. If you're open to sharing what you needed from us that you didn't get, we're willing to listen -- without defending ourselves." Then, give her space. Be patient without feeling entitled to a response.
In the meantime, I'd encourage you and your wife to ask yourselves some harder, private questions: How have conflicts been handled in your family historically? Was harmony valued more than honesty? Were apologies rare or conditional? Was your daughter ever labeled "too sensitive" when she expressed hurt? Clearly your daughter has reached her tipping point, and the only way to resume contact with her -- or your grandchildren -- is to focus on how you can repair the relationship with her and reflect on larger family patterns, not just the single incident.
Family estrangement is a real loss, and I can imagine how painful and confusing it might feel to be missing out on this relationship -- and ones with your grandkids. Working with a family systems therapist can help you tolerate the uncertainty, communicate differently and avoid repeating dynamics that may have contributed to the rupture.
Frankly, reconnection may be slow, and you may never fully know why she has distanced herself. Regardless, it will be imperative for you and your wife to show your daughter that you can be a safe space for her to come back to, rather than trying to push her through a door she doesn't even know she wants to walk through.
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Advice
Miss Manners: We don't want to touch friend's germ-filled phones 
Letter writer and husband are weary of touching other people's phones because of germ exposure.

(The Washington Post/Illustration by Maria Alconada Brooks/The Washington Post; iStock)


By Judith Martin, Nicholas Martin, Jacobina Martin | 2025-12-25
Dear Miss Manners: A friend of ours constantly passes his cellphone around our dinner table to share photos. My husband is immunocompromised, and so we are careful of germ exposure. We don't want to touch this friend's phone.
What is a polite way to avoid touching his phone and to stop this activity? I think we should just say, "No thanks." Maybe I should talk to him in private so he isn't embarrassed.
Speaking with your friend, or gently announcing to all your guests that your table is a device-free zone, solves the long-term solution.
But if you forget, or run into a similar problem with someone else -- and phone-passing has become a widespread nuisance of our time -- Miss Manners suggests you simply stand up, go to your husband and intercept the phone before he has to take it.
You can make this look natural -- expressing delight at the photo and showing it to your husband -- before you then pass it to the next person over. After that, you only need to complete the action that ostensibly caused you to rise: a trip to the kitchen if this is your home, or to the bathroom if it is someone else's.
Dear Miss Manners: Last year a neighbor had a Christmas party. She invited a lot of people and it was quite crowded. She made a number of tasty dishes and provided some drinks.
This year, she has sent invitations for a post-Christmas open house and asked that the guests bring food. There was no RSVP request and no phone number provided.
I do not want to go. Am I obligated to tell her? My husband says we should bring food, stay for 10 minutes, then leave.
Nice try: Even though no telephone number was provided and no response explicitly requested, etiquette still requires you to answer the invitation (even though Miss Manners knows no one else will).
You must respond -- but a response declining the invitation is just as polite as an acceptance.
Dear Miss Manners: Are we obliged to travel with friends who do not share the same passions, routines or interests that we do?
Over time, we have vacationed with many of our friends, so we understand whom we wish to be with on our adventures. But how do we manage friends who ask where and when the next trip will be, when we would prefer to travel without them?
You are not even obliged to travel with friends with whom you do share the same passions, routines and interests. But Miss Manners does require you to refrain from speaking of the glories of your proposed destination.
When asked where and when the next trip is, you need not share plans at a stage when they can be changed, and you should avoid being drawn into planning meetings. That way, you can describe your trip as "already fully booked" if you are traveling with others -- or "Finally, our chance to get away by ourselves" if not.
New Miss Manners columns are posted Monday through Saturday on washingtonpost.com/advice. You can send questions to Miss Manners at her website, missmanners.com. You can also follow her @RealMissManners.
(c) 2025 Judith Martin
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Advice
Asking Eric: Wedding rift between mom and wife is still not resolved  
Years later, his wife still brings up what his mother did at their wedding. 

(The Washington Post/Illustration by Maria Alconada Brooks/The Washington Post; iStock)


By R. Eric  Thomas | 2025-12-25
Dear Eric: In 2020, my now-wife and I were engaged. My mother is a nurse and has asthma and was deeply hit with mental and emotional stress from the pandemic. She would not attend most wedding planning events and would always be concerned with germs, wearing an N95 mask and keeping her distance.
My wife had a completely opposite reaction to the pandemic. It was more of a nuisance to her. In her eyes, there was no threat. My wife began to develop a feeling of abandonment from someone who was supposed to be her mother-in-law. She opened up to me about how much she was hurt, and I told her it wasn't my mother's fault and that she was just petrified by the pandemic and it was the only thing she could do.
My wife told me I was taking my mother's side. Hurtful messages were sent by my wife and my mother just shut down the relationship and blocked her.
My wedding was in October 2021. My mother braved the crowd of 155 people and attended without a mask. I was so proud of her. But my wife was angry about her presence.
My wife and I are still fighting occasionally about this issue, and the spats are becoming increasingly more intense. She still says extremely hurtful things about my mother often.
My mother's mindset was extreme but considering her working at a nursing home and having asthma, it's totally understandable. That isn't believable, according to my wife.
I am writing for guidance to understand how to solve this mess. Was I in the wrong for how I initially reacted toward my wife? I just don't want this to destroy my marriage.
-- Hurting Husband and Son
Son: I'm rarely this blunt, but your wife is being unreasonable, and she needs to get over it. Setting aside any debate about public health policies during the first year of the pandemic, it's unfair that your wife is holding a grudge against your mother for socially distancing during a time of mandated social distancing. Why is she taking the pandemic personally? Why couldn't she form a relationship with your mother that considered your mother's feelings?
How do you solve this? Suggest couple's counseling to parse the issues between the two of you. A therapist can help you find new tools for communicating with each other.
At a certain point, it might be helpful to invite your mother to a session and try to restart that relationship. There's something that your wife wanted and didn't get from her. It's understandable that she felt hurt, but she needs better, healthier strategies for addressing that hurt.
Dear Eric: A few years ago, I became very ill and had to be put into an induced coma. After I woke up, I spent two horrible months in a nursing home.
After I got home, my husband was invaluable. He was doing the day-to-day business of changing my colonoscopy bag and feeding me. I ate a lot of burnt waffles and toast, but he was there 24/7 for probably three months. Times were difficult and we were not happy with each other, to say the least. Don't get me wrong. If he hadn't helped me, I don't think I would be here.
But now, it's years later and I feel like his personal slave. I don't drive anymore and haven't since I got sick. He goes to the store every day for food. But now that I'm in the house all the time, I'm cooking every day. I used to enjoy cooking but now I feel like a slave. I do the laundry every day because he works out and plays pickleball. I know it's my fault but mentally I can't seem to find my way out. Any ideas?
-- Trapped at Home
Home: It's not your fault. You and your husband have gotten into a pattern that doesn't work for you. Maybe it's because of the illness, maybe it's because of underlying issues in your marriage, maybe it's something else entirely. But blaming yourself isn't fair and won't get you the solution you seek.
In any relationship, marriages especially, it's helpful to have a "state-of-the-relationship" conversation. This allows you both to check in about what's working, what isn't, and move toward the same goals in the future.
So, talk to your husband about the way you're feeling. Ask "how can we solve this together?" If he's not receptive, ask for the support of a friend or a therapist to make the conversation productive.
One solution may be sharing more of the household responsibilities. This is fair. You don't owe a debt of servitude that you have to work off. Relationships don't always feel 50/50 in terms of labor, but it's important to point out when the imbalance feels too great.
(Send questions to R. Eric Thomas at eric@askingeric.com or P.O. Box 22474, Philadelphia, PA 19110. Follow him on Instagram and sign up for his weekly newsletter at rericthomas.com.)
2025 Tribune Content Agency, LLC.
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Advice
Carolyn Hax: After holiday dinner, the women are on cleanup duty. Again.
Husband says the men don't help with the holiday dinner cleanup because his sister "is too particular."

(Illustration by Nick Galifianakis for The Washington Post)


By Carolyn Hax | 2025-12-25
Dear Carolyn: I usually go to my partner's sibling's home for the holidays. I have noticed at the end of the meal, the men sit around and only the women are cleaning. My partner says it's because when they offer to help, she is too particular or gets annoyed when they do something wrong. But somehow, it always ends up that I am taking people's plates away and the two of us are in the kitchen cleaning!
I don't want to leave her in the lurch, but the dynamic really grinds my gears. Since it's not my household, should I even try to help fix this? If so, how?
-- So Gendered
So Gendered: You get more annoyed when they do nothing. So you could mention that.
Or point out your perfected table-clearing technique and say you'll train him.
Or have your learned helplessness and his weaponized incompetence trade recipes.
Pick one and, yes, fix this, because it's her household but your marriage. And please note the absence of "try to": You call nope on BS excuses, always. On the spot the first time is ideal, but next time is better than never.
BS = blatantly self-serving, obv. But I should also note that any advantage "the men" gain for themselves by making excuses or exploiting loopholes in social conditioning is short-term and shortsighted. The gear grinding, the acid of his comfort with watching you work while he sits, the accruing weight of the anger -- each one rubs, burns, wears away the joy between the two of you till there's nothing left. And dealing with that is a lot more difficult, please tell him, than getting equitably off his butt.
[Click here to watch Carolyn give holiday advice on Post Reports.]
Dear Carolyn: My partner and I are just two months away from getting married, and what should be one of the happiest times of our lives is being overshadowed by the strained relationship between my partner and her father.
We're a lesbian couple, and he still hasn't accepted his daughter for who she is. In the 11 years we've been together, I've never even met him.
As the wedding approaches, he remains in denial and is refusing to attend, saying he "doesn't want to see his daughter's life ruined." If anyone in my life said something like that to me, then I would have cut ties immediately. I'm struggling to understand how my future wife still wants to maintain a relationship with her father when he pretends I don't exist.
I want to be supportive, but I'm hurting, and I'm worried about how this dynamic will affect our marriage moving forward. How do I support my future wife when every time I bring up the situation with her father, she shuts down?
-- Hurting
Hurting: How 'bout I just say it for you: If he doesn't want to see his daughter's life ruined, then maybe he ought to stop ruining it.
Ta-da.
Too bad that doesn't solve your problem.
Because your main problem isn't the strained relationship or the overshadowing, even. It's that you can't talk about something important with your future wife without her shutting down on you.
Generally speaking, that's a problem I don't recommend marrying.
I realize how drastic that sounds with the date only weeks away. And maybe it's a problem that will resolve on its own once the event is behind you, since that is the one grim blessing here, such as it is -- bigoted, me-first Daddy can boycott your wedding only once. But it's rare for an emotional coping tactic to remain topic-specific. If your fiancee will shut down on you over the father issue, then she will probably shut down on you over something else.
Some people do turn inward when they're suffering; that alone doesn't make them unfit to marry. Hardly. But it's not a good idea to move forward knowing it upsets you when she does this and knowing you don't have an answer that works for you both. That's all.
You don't have tons of time, but you do have enough for some counseling sessions. Please go. Learn how (not) to talk about this.
And my best wishes to you both.
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Carolyn Hax: Most-read columns of 2025
A roundup of the most-read Carolyn Hax columns of 2025 includes a woman's birthday obsession, a flight-tracking in-law and a petty inheritance decision.

((c) 2024, The Washington Post, Inc./Illustration by Nick Galifianakis for The Washington Post)


By Carolyn Hax, Haben Kelati | 2025-12-24
Advice columnist Carolyn Hax answered some eye-popping questions in 2025. She heard from the spouse of a woman obsessed with her birthday, a flight-tracking in-law and a parent ready to use her will as a weapon. Enjoy those columns and more in this list of Carolyn's most-read columns of the year.

(Illustration by Nick Galifianakis/For The Washington Post)


Family and friends mocked the letter writer's daughter as a "permanent student" while she pursued a PhD they deemed irrelevant. Now that she's landed a prestigious job, they aren't mocking her anymore -- or saying anything else.
Read the column 

(Illustration by Nick Galifianakis/For The Washington Post)


Letter writer decided not to plan a big celebration for wife's birthday this year because she is never satisfied -- even by increasingly over-the-top displays. The almost-birthday girl doesn't buy it, though, and sees it as part of a ploy to make her birthday surprise even more special.
Read the column 

(Illustration by Nick Galifianakis/For The Washington Post)


Letter writer explained that she likes to have her son's family's flight information whenever they're traveling, in case of an emergency like a plane crash. Her daughter-in-law responded by asking why she was "wishing their plane to crash."
Read the column 

(Illustration by Nick Galifianakis/For The Washington Post)


Former owners of this couple's new house showed up twice, unannounced, asking to come inside to "see what we had done with 'our house.'" The letter writer's wife thinks it will get them off on the wrong foot with their new neighbors if they don't let these people in.
Read the column 

(Illustration by Nick Galifianakis/For The Washington Post)


Husband is 16 years older than the letter writer -- who feels more like a parent to him lately than a spouse. How do they "keep the mutuality alive?"
Read the column

(Illustration by Nick Galifianakis/For The Washington Post)


When she got to college, the letter writer realized she didn't want to study law -- the family business -- and switched to science. Now she's on the cusp of getting her PhD, and her dad won't let her forget his disappointment.
Read the column 

(Illustration by Nick Galifianakis/For The Washington Post)


Parents' intense favoritism affects how they treat their grandchildren, too. So, the letter writer feels totally fine about leaving all the caregiving they'll need to their favorite son.
Read the column 

(Illustration by Nick Galifianakis/For The Washington Post)


Husband is stuck in an anxiety spiral after a big move and has done "literally nothing" to find employment or get help for his struggles. Carolyn tells the letter writer that an ultimatum with a one-year deadline might not be the way to "secure your family's health."
Read the column

(Illustration by Nick Galifianakis/For The Washington Post)


She wants to leave an inheritance only for her son and cut out her daughter -- from whom she's been estranged since the girl was a rebellious teen. Carolyn points out what this last word will say about her.
Read the column

(Illustration by Nick Galifianakis/For The Washington Post)


Letter writer's daughter isn't excited about the accommodations she's been offered for a cousin's wedding. Instead of giving advice about the daughter, Carolyn has some thoughts for the letter writer.
Read the column
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Movies
'Song Sung Blue' avoids biopic pitfalls by being much weirder
In Craig Brewer's "Song Sung Blue," Hugh Jackman and Kate Hudson's married characters form a Neil Diamond cover band. Somehow, it's based on reality.

Kate Hudson and Hugh Jackman star in "Song Sung Blue" as Claire and Mike Sardina, a real-life couple who used to perform Neil Diamond covers in Milwaukee. (Sarah Shatz/Focus Features)


By Sonia Rao | 2025-12-25
You'd be forgiven for thinking "Song Sung Blue" is a Neil Diamond biopic. Hollywood can't seem to stop trying to immortalize famous performers by churning out heavy-handed reenactments of their inspiring life stories. What's another, really?
But the new film is a far more interesting addition to the genre. Rather than centering on Diamond himself, it follows Milwaukee couple Mike (Hugh Jackman) and Claire Sardina (Kate Hudson) as they pay tribute to the singer with their 1990s cover band Lightning & Thunder. The musical biopic features Jackman's impression of a man known for doing a different impression, an oddly meta premise that sets the effort apart.
Director Craig Brewer ("Hustle & Flow," "Coming 2 America") helms this exceptionally earnest film based on Greg Kohs's 2008 documentary of the same name. Mike, a veteran who has been sober 20 years, meets the upbeat hairdresser Claire in the late 1980s at the Wisconsin State Fair, where they and other small-time singers perform onstage as musical legends. Claire does a take on Patsy Cline, while Mike is supposed to be Don Ho. But he storms off instead, determined to make a name for himself some other way.
It's not that Mike doesn't enjoy Ho. He just wants to cover an artist whose discography is as meaningful to him as Diamond's (and doesn't believe he is capable of writing good music himself). Suddenly, it clicks: Mike pitches a Diamond tribute band to Claire, who signs on as the Thunder to his Lightning. They fall in love, blend their families -- which include Mike's teenage daughter Angelina (King Princess), plus Claire's similarly aged daughter Rachel (Ella Anderson) and young son Dana (Hudson Hensley) -- and spend as many evenings as they can jamming out at bars and small venues around town.
The harmonious tale cannot sustain an entire feature film, nor does Brewer expect it to: A dramatic plot twist throws the Sardinas for a loop, and you wonder whether Lightning & Thunder will recover. "If you wrote it as fiction, it'd be thrown out," Jackman said of the story during a recent appearance on "The Late Show With Stephen Colbert."
He's right. While Wisconsinites might remember the tribute band from back in the day, odds are most people watching will have a hard time imagining some of these events unfolding in real life. These sequined crooners opened for Pearl Jam?! Why, yes. Yes, they did. The film benefits from the reminder that it all really happened. (Though I have to assume the dialogue, cheesy as the state's dairy output, is heavily fictionalized.)

Jackman and Hudson have complementary singing voices in the film. (Focus Features)


Hudson helps sell it with a grounded performance that might be her best since "Almost Famous." The actress, long pigeonholed as a rom-com star, is believable as a Midwestern mom struggling to make ends meet. In addition to the real Claire, Hudson modeled her Wisconsin accent -- slightly exaggerated, but decent -- on a former nanny and longtime assistant from Pewaukee. This story is designed to make you root for the Sardinas, but Hudson's charm makes their underdog narrative all the more compelling.
Her gorgeous, slightly husky singing voice is a good match for Jackman's booming vocals. Brewer needed an actor with an immense amount of theater-kid energy to convey the passion with which an adult man nicknamed Lightning sings Diamond's hits, and the Tony winner does so convincingly. Jackman plays Mike, a recovering alcoholic, as someone incapable of moderation -- but treats the character with understanding generosity and grace. What he and Hudson lack in romantic chemistry they make up for with electric performances that could convert even the greatest of Diamond haters (save for the nay-saying biker gang that forces Lightning & Thunder out of a bar).
Brewer and cinematographer Amy Vincent, with whom he previously worked on "Hustle & Flow" and the "Footloose" remake, shoot these performance scenes with dynamic camera movements that transport the audience to Lightning & Thunder's sides. That could mean onstage with Eddie Vedder (John Beckwith) or at band practice in their garage. At one point, a handheld camera jerks up and down with Mike as he leaps into the air, a simple maneuver channeling the Sardinas' playful creative spirit.
Mike avoids playing "Sweet Caroline" early on in Lightning & Thunder's sets because he wants everyone listening to discover that other Diamond songs, such as his African folk music-inspired "Soolaimon," are just as enjoyable. But at the Sardinas' wedding reception, the popular tune pulses through the hall like it's Fenway Park.
Listening to "Sweet Caroline" feels like a hug -- warm and fuzzy to some, smothering to others. Watching "Song Sung Blue" has a similar effect. Even as the Sardinas' narrative twists and turns, you pretty much know how you'll feel at the end of this emotional journey. That familiarity can be a comfort, or it can be a bit of a letdown.
But you can't blame anyone for trying. Lightning & Thunder never give up.
PG-13. At area theaters. Contains thematic material, strong language, some sexual material and brief drug use. 131 minutes.
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Washington Commanders
Commanders live updates: Washington trails 24-10 at halftime
The Washington Commanders and Dallas Cowboys meet on Christmas Day in Landover for a game that has lost any luster, with both teams out of playoff contention

(Geoff Burke/IMAGN IMAGES via Reuters Connect)


By Scott Allen, Mark Maske, Tashan Reed, Tom Schad, Barry Svrluga | 2025-12-25
The Washington Commanders (4-11) and Dallas Cowboys (6-8-1) are underway in Landover.
The game is broadcast on Netflix and locally on WUSA-9.
Follow along for updates throughout the game, and leave a comment here.
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Washington Commanders
Commanders name Josh Johnson starter for Christmas game against Dallas 
The 39-year-old quarterback, who has played for 14 NFL teams, will step in for the injured Marcus Mariota.

Josh Johnson, 39, will start for the Commanders on Thursday against the Cowboys. (Nick Wass/AP)


By Tashan Reed, Tom Schad | 2025-12-24
One of the league's most prominent journeymen is getting another opportunity.
Josh Johnson will start at quarterback for the Washington Commanders in their Christmas Day game against the Dallas Cowboys, Coach Dan Quinn said Wednesday. The team is turning to Johnson, a 39-year-old who has played for 14 NFL teams, as Marcus Mariota continues to recover from hand and quadriceps injuries. Quinn is hopeful that Mariota will be able to return for the Commanders' season finale against the Philadelphia Eagles in Week 18.
"We hope so," Quinn said. "He just wasn't ready to turn, more for the quad than the hand as it went."
This will be Johnson's first start since 2021, when he was a member of the Baltimore Ravens. He struggled last week when called upon to replace Mariota against the Eagles, but the coaching staff still feels confident in his abilities.
"He's really unflappable," Commanders offensive coordinator Kliff Kingsbury said Tuesday. "I mean, he has such a wealth of football knowledge, and there's not a situation as a quarterback that he hasn't been in. And so I think when you're coaching him and you're talking through different concepts, you know, he has thoughts on it. He's been in it before. He's, it may have been called eight different names and different systems he's played in, but he's probably repped it in a game at a time or two."
Quinn said Jeff Driskel, whom the Commanders signed off Arizona's practice squad this week, will back up Johnson in Thursday's game. Washington promoted Sam Hartman from the practice squad to the active roster, and he will serve as the third emergency quarterback on game day.
Hartman "didn't get a lot of team reps as it went when you're going through the season as the [number] four," quarterback, Quinn said when asked why Hartman isn't the backup. "We thought Jeff would add a different dimension to us. Next week will play out differently. So that was what we decided was the best thing this week on a short one, but everything's open -- that's what we discussed with Sam -- as we head into next week's game."
Johnson will be the third quarterback to start for Washington this season, following Mariota and regular starter Jayden Daniels, who was shut down for the rest of the season because of an elbow injury. Johnson has made nine starts in his NFL career, which dates back to 2008. He has also played for teams in the now-defunct United Football League, Alliance of American Football League and XFL.
"I've never really been a starter in this league," Johnson said Monday when asked about the possibility of starting this week. "Most of the opportunities that came for me, something happened. ... And so, for me, it's been a unique experience, but it's been one that I don't take for granted. I'm appreciative of every moment, of every journey, of every step, whether it be a good or whether it be something bad. I saw a lot of growth in those opportunities. And I've just been working hard. ... I'm looking forward to it."
The Commanders also probably will be without left tackle Laremy Tunsil (oblique), defensive tackle Daron Payne (back) and linebacker Nick Bellore (concussion) against the Cowboys. It would be the second missed game in a row for Tunsil, who would be spelled by second-year lineman Brandon Coleman if he does not play. Quinn said Washington will rotate Nick Allegretti and Andrew Wylie at right guard in place of Sam Cosmi, who was placed on season-ending injured reserve Monday because of a concussion.
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