Rep. John E. Peterson (R-Pa.) wheels his red shopping cart down the aisle and stops in the electronics department. He is looking for a portable stereo, something to replace the "wee little radio" that graces his apartment on Capitol Hill. Should he go with the low-end model, at $119.99? Or maybe something a little pricier?





Finally he chooses the latter, a dual-cassette, three-CD-changer Aiwa for $139.99. It's more than he wants to spend, perhaps, but sacrifices must be made. There's a war on, after all. And the front runs right through Aisle 4.





Peterson made the purchase yesterday on a shopping excur





sion arranged by a lobbying group--the International Mass Retail Association-and the House Republican Conference. Its purpose, as described in a conference news release, was to .urge Americans to continue shopping to help the economy."





Republicans, the statement continued, are "leading by example"~--in this case by scarfing burgers at a Crystal City McDonald's and swiping their credit cards at a Target store in Alexandria's Potomac Yard shopping plaza.





With U.S. troops in Afghanistan and terrorist threats proliferating at home, asking citizens to spend for their country might not seem consistent with the


gravity of the times. But Rep. Mark Kennedy (R-Minn.), who accompanied Peterson on the. two-hour jaunt by chartered bus, suggests that patriotism comes in many forms.





"Ultimately our ability to function as a country is a function of how good the economy is," he says. "We have a front in Afghanistan. We have a front in homeland security. But we also have a front in the economy in my mind as well."





Kennedy is hardly the first politician to make the point that Americans should not be cowed by terrorism. President Bush has spoken frequently of the'need to keep up appearances and maintain normal routines in abnormal times-a point he emphasized by throwing out the first pitch at Tuesday night's World Series game in New York.





Some people are troubled by the emphasis on consumerism. They say it trivializes the nature of the threat and could leave Americans unprepared for the genuine sacrifices that may ultimately be required. They recall the home front in World War 11, when the country achieved its sense of shared purpose not through buying things but by planting victory gardens and collecting scrap metal for military production.





"I think the American people haven't been given much sense of how to sacrifice in a meaningful way," says Carolyn Marvin, a communication professor at the University of Prnnsylvania and op-author of a recent book on American national





ism. "It's not as if there's no sacrificial activity going on, but I think we're stiff short of a total national commitment. I'm not sure that most of the country feels it in their bones."





Walter Reich, a professor of international relations at George Washington University and a psychiatrist, says that when he recently spoke with his students about "the admonitions to go do normal things ... they said, 'That's great, but it's not human. It's not normal.' Being normal is to really be worried, and to not react is to deny the gravity of the situation."





Still, Reich said, the shopping cheerleaders may have a point. "There's a whole psychological movement that says emotions follow behavior, that if you behave in a certain way you start to think in a certain way"-that the mere act of smiling, for example, can trigger feelings of happiness. "Maybe one can look at it in that fashion," he says. "Go shopping and perhaps you'll feel normal."





- Yesterday's visit to the third front grew out of a meeting between Christopher Tampio, a lobbyist with the retailers association-which represents discount stores such as Target, Wal-Mart and Best Buy-and an aide to Rep. J.C. Watts Jr. (R-Okla.), who chairs the House GOP conference. It did not go quite as planned. Watts backed out at the last minute, as did several others. That left only Peterson and Kennedy-along with several congressional aides, lobbyists for McDonald's and the tetailers association and a dozen reporters, photographers and cam





eramen.





But if either congressman was disappointed by the turnout, he didn't show it.





Kennedy, 44, said he decided to make the trip because "the American people ... need to realize that the probability of them getting hit [by; terrorists] is much less likely than getting in a car accident. So I tell people, 'If you drive a car, do what you would normally do.' I don't think you should be trapped inside."





Also, he adds, "I need a pair of tennis shoes." His are in his office in the Longworth House Office Building, which remains off-limits because of anthrax contamination.





Kennedy held senior executive positions in several large companies-including Pillsbury and Federated Department Stores-before he was elected to Congress last year. He acknowledges that fighting terrorism will call for sacrifices-though not, perhaps, of the' sort made by the World War Il generation. "I think the sacrifice we're going to be facing is going to be more a function of how do we pay for allthe increased security"-at airports and in the mail system, for example.





And that, he says, requires a strong economy, which requires people to spend. "I went to five Dairy Queens in my district on Saturday to help people understand that we ought not to be locked in our houses," he says.





Like, his shopping companion, Peterson, 62, knows a thing or two about retailing. An amiable man who wore a light-gray patterned suit, he spent 26 years as the owner





