
Civility
We are living in the midst of an epidemic of rudeness and
desperately need civility. Kerby Anderson looks at the rise of
incivility and documents its effects in society, education,
and politics. He concludes by providing a biblical framework
for civility.

The Rise of Incivility
We seem to be living in the midst of an epidemic of rudeness.
Articles in the newspaper document the number of incidents of
road rage. And if you doubt that, just try to merge onto a
busy freeway and see how many drivers honk their horn or try
to cut you off.

And  that’s  just  the  tip  of  the  iceberg.  A  1997  American
Automobile Association report documents a sharp rise in the
use of cars as weapons (people trying to run over other people
on  purpose).  A  Colorado  funeral  director  complains  about
impatient drivers darting in and out of funeral processions.
Instead of waiting for the procession to pass, they threaten
life and limb while ignoring both law and tradition in their
rush to get somewhere.

Rudeness seems to be at an all-time high in airports. There is
the  story  of  the  man  who  was  angry  at  missing  a  flight
connection and threw his suitcase at an eight-month pregnant
airline employee. Or there is the story of the woman who
learned  that  there  were  no  sandwiches  on  her  flight  and
punched the flight attendant and pushed her to the floor. And
there is the tragic story of the man who rushed the cockpit
and had to be restrained. In the process of stopping him, the
passengers apparently used too much force and killed him.

Cursing and vulgar language are on the increase. Character
assassination and negative political advertisements are up.
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Meanwhile, charitable giving seems to be on the decline along
with volunteerism.

No wonder so many are talking about the need for civility.
George  W.  Bush’s  inaugural  speech  talked  about  “a  new
commitment to live out our nation’s promise through civility,
courage,  compassion  and  character.  America,  at  its  best,
matches  a  commitment  to  principle  with  a  concern  for
civility.”

Commentators  are  wringing  their  hands  over  our  social
distress. Former education secretary and virtues guru William
Bennett  has  addressed  the  issue  of  civility.  Gertrude
Himmelfarb has written about The Demoralization of Society:
From Victorian Virtues to Modern Values. Scott Peck, author of
The Road Less Traveled, has devoted a book to the problem, as
has Yale Law professor Stephen Carter.

Newspapers are running stories asking, “Why are we so rude?”
U.S. News and World Report talks about “The American Uncivil
Wars.”{1}  They  conclude  that  “Crude,  Rude  and  Obnoxious
Behavior Has Replaced Good Manners.”

So in this article I will be addressing this very important
concept of civility. In a sense, it is a second installment on
a previous article I wrote on integrity. If integrity is the
standard  we  use  to  judge  our  own  moral  development,  then
civility is the standard we use to judge our moral interaction
with others.

As we will see, the rules of civility are ultimately the rules
of morality, which are rooted in biblical morality.

The Moral Basis of Civility
The word civilité shares the same etymology with words like
civilized and civilization. Quite simply, the root word means
to be “a member of the household.” Just as there are certain
rules that allow family members to live peacefully within a
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household, so there are rules of civility that allow us to
live  peacefully  within  a  society.  We  have  certain  moral
responsibilities to one another.

While there have been many philosophical discussions on what
civility is and how it should be practiced, I believe Jesus
simply expressed the goal of civility when he taught that,
“You shall love your neighbor as yourself” (Matthew 22:39). If
we truly love our neighbors, then we should be governed by
moral standards that express concern for others and limit our
own freedom.

Perhaps that is why civility is on the decline. More and more
people live for themselves and do not feel they are morally
accountable  to  anyone  (even  God)  for  their  actions  or
behavior. We are told to “Look Out for #1,” and not to let
anyone limit our freedom to be ourselves.

Civility  also  acknowledges  the  value  of  another  person.
Politeness and manners are not merely to make social life
easier. Stephen Carter, in his book on Civility, says that our
actions and sacrifice are a

. . .[S]ignal of respect for our fellow citizens, marking
them as full equals, both before the law and before God.
Rules of civility are thus also rules of morality; it is
morally proper to treat our fellow citizens with respect,
and morally improper not to. Our crisis of civility is part
of a larger crisis of morality.{2}

Again, this may help answer why civility is on the decline. An
increasing majority in our society no longer believes in moral
absolutes. These deny that absolutes of any kind exist, much
less moral absolutes. So as our crisis of morality unfolds, so
does barbarism and decadence. Civility is what is lost from
society.

If this is so, then the rise of rudeness and incivility cannot
be easily altered. Miss Manners and others have written books



about how our nation can regain its civility. But if the
crisis is greater than a lack of manners (and I believe that
it is), its solution must be found in a greater social change
than  merely  teaching  manners  or  character.  Ultimately,  an
increase in civility must flow out of a moral and religious
change. Spiritual revival and reformation are the ultimate
solutions to the current problem of incivility. And I believe
Christians  should  lead  the  way  by  exemplary  behavior.  In
essence, Christians must be the best citizens and the best
examples of civility in society.

Civility in the Schools
We have documented the rising incivility in our society. What
is so tragic is to find that our children are mimicking the
incivility  of  the  adult  world.  A  poll  conducted  by  the
National Association of Secondary School Principals found that
89 percent of grade school teachers and principals reported
that they “regularly” face abusive language from students.{3}

Contrast this situation with the nature of public education
just a few decades ago. It is likely that when you grew up,
you were instructed in manners and etiquette. The day began
with the pledge of allegiance to the flag, and throughout the
day you were instructed to show respect to your country and to
your teachers.

Today when schools try to teach manners, parents and civil
libertarians often thwart those plans. And when a school does
succeed in teaching civility, the story becomes headline news;
as it was when U.S. News and World Report opened its account
on “The American Uncivil Wars” with a story of a school that
was actually trying to teach manners.{4}

Consider what would have happened a few decades ago if you
misbehaved at school. Your teacher or your principal would
have disciplined you. And when you arrived home, your parents
would have assumed you were disciplined for good reason. They



probably would have punished you again. Now contrast that with
today’s parents who are quick to challenge the teacher or
principal and are often quick to threaten with a lawsuit.

When I was growing up there seemed to be a conspiracy of the
adults against the kids. Every parent and every teacher had
the same set of moral values. So if I misbehaved at Johnny’s
house, I knew that Johnny’s mother had the same set of rules
as my mother. If I misbehaved at school, I knew my teachers
had the same set of rules as my parents.

Today that moral consensus is gone. If anything, we have a
conspiracy of the kids against the adults. Most kids spend
lots of time telling their parents what other parents let
their kids do. We have sunk to the least common denominator in
our morality.

To rebuild civility in our society, we need to begin with the
next  generation.  Sadly  they  are  not  learning  to  respect
authority. They are learning to disrespect authority and to
play one set of parental values against another. And parents
must begin to trust a teacher’s authority. My parents trusted
the  teachers  and  the  school  to  enforce  the  rules
appropriately. Trust and respect are two essential ingredients
in rebuilding a foundation of civility.

Civility in Politics
Often when we talk about the need for civility, we focus on
the  political  arena.  Character  assassination  and  negative
political  advertisements  are  on  the  increase.  Many
commentators lament what they call the “politics of personal
destruction.” And savvy candidates have tried to tap into this
growing concern by calling for greater civility in our public
discourse.

At the outset, we should acknowledge that politics has always
been  a  dirty  business.  More  than  two  centuries  ago,  the



founders of this country often had harsh and critical things
to say about each other during political campaigns. Yet we
also have some very positive examples of civil discussions of
major social ills.

According to Stephen Carter in his book Civility, one shining
example of this is the Civil Rights Movement. “The leaders of
the Southern Christian Leadership Conference (SCLC) knew that
the protests would be met with violence, because they were
challenging a violently oppressive system. But they also knew
that  success  would  be  found  not  through  incivility,  but
through the display of moral courage.”

Martin Luther King Jr. and other civil rights leaders trained
their protestors to remain civil and even loving in the face
of repression. He called this the “process of purification,”
and it “involved both prayer and repeated reminders that the
Biblical injunction to love our neighbors is not a command to
love only the nice ones.” It’s instructive to remember that
the  stated  purpose  of  the  Southern  Christian  Leadership
Conference was “to save the soul of the nation.”

Those of us involved in social action today should be mindful
of this as we fight against social ills in our society. I
firmly believe that Christians should be good citizens and
models  of  civility.  That  doesn’t  mean  we  shouldn’t  be
passionate about trying to rectify social problems. And we can
disagree with those who do not hold to a biblical view of
morality.  But  we  should  learn  to  disagree  without  being
disagreeable.  We  should  make  our  case  with  logic  and
compassion. And I believe we will be more successful if we do
so.

Consider the abortion debate. A majority of citizens have a
great deal of ambivalence about abortion. They do not feel
good about abortion on demand, but they also fear what might
happen if abortion was totally banned in this country. Will we
attract these millions of people by being angry, vociferous



Bible-thumpers? Or will we attract them by being thoughtful,
compassionate Christians who demonstrate our love for both
mother and child at crisis pregnancy centers? I think the
answer should be obvious, and that is the power of civility in
the public arena.

Civility: A Biblical Framework
At the heart of civility is the biblical command to love your
neighbor as yourself. While it is relatively easy to love
people who are your friends or people who are nice to you, the
real test of Christian love comes when we are with strangers
or  with  people  who  are  not  civil  to  you.  When  we  find
ourselves in the presence of strangers, we should treat them
with dignity and respect even if they are not civil to us.
Even if they are not gracious toward us, we should not repay
them with incivility. Romans 12:21 says, “Do not be overcome
by evil, but overcome evil with good.”

Our duty to be civil to others should not depend on whether we
like them or agree with their moral or political perspectives.
They may be disagreeable, and we are free to disagree with
them, but we should do so by giving grace. Often such a gentle
response can change a discussion or dialogue. Proverbs 15:1
reminds us that, “A gentle answer turns away wrath.”

Civility also requires humility. A civil person acknowledges
that he or she does not possess all wisdom and knowledge.
Therefore,  one  should  listen  to  others  and  consider  the
possibility that they might be right and that he is wrong.
Philippians 2:3 says, “Do nothing from selfishness or empty
conceit, but with humility of mind let each of you regard one
another as more important than himself.”

Civility also requires that we watch what we say. The Bible
clearly warns us of the danger of the tongue (James 3:5-8). We
should work to cleanse our language of harsh, critical, and
condemning words. We should rid ourselves of nasty and vulgar



language.  Ephesians  4:29  says,  “Let  no  unwholesome  word
proceed from your mouth, but only such a word as is good for
edification according to the need of the moment, that it may
give grace to those who hear.”

If Christians want to reform society and return to civility,
one excellent model is William Wilberforce (1759-1833). Most
people know Wilberforce as the man who brought an end to the
British slave trade. He served for half a century in the House
of Commons. And led by his Christian faith, he tirelessly
worked for the abolition of slavery. But that was only one of
the “two great objects” of his life. The other, even more
daunting was his attempt to transform the civil and moral
climate of his times. Although he is known as an abolitionist,
the  other  great  accomplishment  of  his  life  was  in  the
reformation  of  manners.

I believe he provides a positive example of how Christians
should  engage  the  world.  We  should  do  so  with  courage,
compassion, character, and civility.
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