
The Liberal Mind
Kerby Anderson tries to understand the liberal mind from a
biblical perspective. What are the assumptions the liberals
make? How do those assumptions square with the Bible?

As  we  begin  this  discussion,  I  want  to  make  a  clear
distinction  between  the  terms  “liberal”  and  “leftist.”  We
often use the terms interchangeably but there is an important
difference.

Dennis  Prager  wrote  about  this  and  even  described  those
differences  in  a  PragerU  video.{1}  His  argument  is  that
traditional  liberalism  has  far  more  in  common  with
conservatism than it does with leftism. Here are some examples
he uses to make his point.

Liberals  and  leftists  have  a  different  view  of  race.  The
traditional liberal position on race is that the color of
one’s skin is insignificant. By contrast, leftists argue that
the  notion  that  race  is  insignificant  is  itself  racist.
Liberals were committed to racial integration and would have
rejected the idea of separate black dormitories and separate
black graduations on university campuses.

Nationalism is another difference. Dennis Prager says that
liberals always deeply believed in the nation-state. Leftists,
on  the  other  hand,  oppose  nationalism  and  promote  class
solidarity.

Superman comics illustrate the point. When the writers of
Superman were liberal, Superman was not only an American but
also one who fought for “Truth, justice, and the American
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way.” The left-wing writers of Superman comics had Superman
announce a few years ago that he was going to speak before the
United Nations and inform them that he was renouncing his
American citizenship.

Perhaps the best example is free speech. American liberals
agree with the statement: “I disapprove of what you say, but I
will defend your right to say it.” Leftists today are leading
a nationwide suppression of free speech everywhere from the
college campuses to the Big Tech companies.

Capitalism and the free enterprise system would be yet another
example. Dennis Prager says, “Liberals have always been pro
capitalism,” though they often wanted government “to play a
bigger role” in the economy. Leftists oppose capitalism and
are eagerly promoting socialism.

Liberals have had a love of Western civilization and taught it
at most universities. They were promoters of the liberal arts
and fine arts. In fact, one of the most revered liberals in
American history was President Franklin Roosevelt who talked
about  the  need  to  protect  Western  Civilization  and  even
Christian civilization.

Today Western Civilization classes are rarely if ever taught
in  the  university.  That’s  because  leftists  don’t  believe
Western Civilization is superior to any other civilization.
Leftists label people who attempt to defend western values as
racist  and  accuse  them  of  promoting  white  supremacy.  And
attempts to promote religious liberty are dismissed as thinly
disguised attacks on the LGBT community.

In conclusion, liberals and leftists are very different.

Ethics and a Belief in Right and Wrong
The philosophical foundation for most liberal perspectives is
secularism. If you don’t believe in God and the Bible, then



you certainly don’t believe in biblical absolutes or even
moral absolutes. Dostoyevsky put it this way: “If God is dead,
then everything is permitted.”

Even atheists admit that a view of God affects human behavior.
Richard Dawkins recently expressed his fear that the removal
of religion would be a bad idea for society because it would
give people “license to do really bad things.”

He likens the idea of God to surveillance, or as he puts it,
the “divine spy camera in the sky.”{2} People generally tend
to do the right thing when someone is watching them. They tend
to do bad things when no one is watching. He goes go on to add
that the “Great Spy Camera theory” isn’t a good reason for him
to believe in God.

It is also worth mentioning that more and more young people
aren’t making decisions about right and wrong based on logic
but instead based on feelings. I began to notice this decades
ago. College students making a statement or challenging a
conclusion used to say “I think” as they started a sentence.”
Then I started to see more and more of them say “I feel” at
the
start of a sentence. They wouldn’t use reason to discuss an
issue. Instead, they would use emotion and talk about how they
felt about a particular issue.

The liberal mind also has a very different foundation for
discussing right and wrong. Dennis Prager recently admitted
that he had been wrong. All of his life, he has said that the
left’s moral compass is broken. But he has concluded that “in
order to have a broken moral compass, you need to have a moral
compass to begin with. But the left doesn’t have one.”{3}

He doesn’t mean that conclusion as an attack. It is merely an
observation that the left doesn’t really think in terms of
good and evil. We assume that other people think that way
because we think that way. But that is not how most of the



people on the left perceive the world.

Karl Marx is a good example. He divided the world by economic
class (the worker and the owner). One group was exploiting the
other group. Good and evil aren’t really relevant when you are
thinking in terms of class struggle. Friedrich Nietzsche, for
example, operated “beyond good and evil.”

To the Marxists, “there is no such thing as a universal good
or universal evil.” Those of us who perceive the world from a
Judeo-Christian worldview see ethics as relevant to the moral
standard, not the person or their social status.

A biblical view of ethics and morality begins with the reality
that  God  exists  and  that  He  has  revealed  to  us  moral
principles we are to apply to our lives and society. Those
absolute moral principles are tied to God’s character and thus
unchanging.

A Naïve View of Human Nature
In this article we are talking about the liberal mind, while
often making a distinction between liberals and the left. When
it comes to the proper view of human nature, both groups have
a naïve and inaccurate view.

You  can  discover  this  for  yourself  by  asking  a  simple
question: Do you believe people are basically good? You will
get an affirmative answer from most people in America because
we live in a civilized society. We don’t have to deal with the
level of corruption or terror that is a daily life in so many
other countries in the world.

But if you press the question, you will begin to see how
liberals have difficulty explaining the holocaust and Muslim
terrorism. Because the liberal mind starts with the assumption
that people are basically good. After all, that is what so
many secular philosophers and psychologists have been saying



for centuries. Two world wars and other wars during the 20th
century should have caused most people to reject the idea that
people are basically good.

The Bible teaches just the opposite. Romans 3:23 reminds us
that “all have sinned and fall short of the glory of God.”
Jeremiah 17:9 says, “The heart is deceitful above all things,
and desperately sick; who can understand it?” This statement
about the deceitfulness of our heart may seem extreme until we
realize that Jesus also taught that “out of the heart come
evil  thoughts,  murder,  adultery,  sexual  immorality,  theft,
false witness, slander” (Matthew 15:19).

This naïve view of human nature should concern all of us.
Young people, two generations after Auschwitz, believe people
are basically good. One reason is biblical illiteracy. Another
reason is historical illiteracy. A recent survey found two
thirds of young people did not know six million died in the
Holocaust and nearly half could not name one of the Nazi death
camps.{4}

This  naïve  view  of  human  nature  may  also  explain  another
phenomenon  we  have  discussed  before.  One  of  the  untruths
described in the book, The Coddling of the American Mind, is
the belief that the battle for truth is “us versus them.”{5}
If you think that people are basically good and you have to
confront someone who disagrees with you, then they must be a
bad person. They aren’t just wrong. They are evil.

Tribalism has been with us for centuries. That is nothing new
about  people  joining  and  defending  a  tribe.  But  that  has
become more intense because of the rhetoric on university
campuses and the comments spreading through social media. We
don’t have to live this way, but the forces in society are
making the divisions in society worse by the day.

A biblical perspective starts with the teaching that all are
created in God’s image (Genesis 1:27) and thus have value and



dignity. But all of us have a sin nature (Romans 5:12). We
should interact with others who disagree with us with humility
(Ephesians 4:2) and grace (Colossians 4:6).

Big Government
We will now look at why liberals and the left promote big
government. The simple answer relates to our discussion above
about human nature. If you believe that people are basically
good, then it is easy to assume that political leaders and
bureaucrats will want to do the best for the citizens.

Christians agree that government is necessary and that it is
one of the institutions ordained by God (Romans 13:1-7). There
is a role for government to set the rules of governing and to
resolve internal disputes through a legal system. Government
is not God. But for people who don’t believe in God, then the
state often becomes God.

Friedrich Hayek wrote about this drive toward big government
and the bureaucratic state in his classic book, The Road to
Serfdom. He argued in his book that “the most important change
which extensive government control produces is a psychological
change, an alteration in the character of the people.”{6}

The character of citizens is changed because they yield their
will and decision-making to a more powerful government. They
may have done so willingly in order to have a welfare state.
Or they may have done so unwillingly because a dictator has
taken control of the reins of power. Either way, Hayek argues,
their character has been altered because the control over
every detail of economic life is ultimately control of life
itself.

Friedrich Hayek wrote The Road to Serfdom to warn us that
sometimes the road can be paved with good intentions. Most
government officials and bureaucrats write laws, rules, and
regulations with every good intention. They desire to make the
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world  a  better  place  by  preventing  catastrophe  and  by
encouraging positive actions from their citizens. But in their
desire to control and direct every aspect of life, they take
us down the road to serfdom.

He  argued  that  people  who  enter  into  government  and  run
powerful bureaucracies are often people who enjoy running not
only the bureaucracy but also the lives of its citizens. In
making uniform rules from a distance, they deprive the local
communities of the freedom to apply their own knowledge and
wisdom to their unique situations. A government seeking to be
a benevolent god, usually morphs into a malevolent tyrant.

The liberal mind is all too willing to allow political leaders
and bureaucrats to make decisions for the public. But that
willingness is based on two flawed assumptions. First, human
beings are not God and thus government leaders will certainly
make flawed decisions that negatively affect the affairs of
its citizens. Second, liberals do not believe we have a sin
nature (Romans 3:23), and that includes government leaders.
Even the best of them will not always be wise, compassionate,
and  altruistic.  This  is  why  the  founders  of  this  country
established checks and balances in government to limit the
impact of sinful behavior.

Tolerance?
If  there  is  one  attitude  that  you  would  think  would  be
synonymous with the liberal mind, it would be tolerance. That
may have been true in the past. Liberalism championed the idea
of free thought and free speech. That is no longer the case.

Liberals have been developing a zero-tolerance culture. In
some ways, that has been a positive change. We no longer
tolerate  racism.  We  no  longer  tolerate  sexism.  Certain
statements, certain jokes, and certain attitudes have been
deemed off-limits.
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The problem is that the politically correct culture of the
left moved the lines quickly to begin to attack just about any
view or value contrary to the liberal mind. Stray at all from
the accepted limits of leftist thinking and you will earn
labels like racist, sexist, homophobic, xenophobic.

Quickly the zero-tolerance culture became the cancel culture.
It is not enough to merely label an opponent with a smear, the
left demands that an “enemy” lose their social standing and
even  their  job  and  livelihood  for  deviating  from  what  is
acceptable thought. A mendacious social media mob will make
sure  that  you  pay  a  heavy  penalty  for  contradicting  the
fundamental truths of the liberal mind.

One phenomenon that promotes this intolerance is the use of
smears and negative labels. For example, patriotism and pride
in your country is called xenophobia. Acknowledging the innate
differences  between  males  and  females  is  labelled  sexist.
Promoting the idea that we are all of one race (the human
race) and that all lives matter is called racist. Questioning
whether  we  should  redefine  traditional  marriage  is  deemed
homophobic.  Arguing  that  very  young  children  should  not
undergo sex assignment surgery is called transphobia. Pointing
out that most terrorist attacks come from Muslim terrorists is
labelled Islamophobic.

Should Christians be tolerant? The answer is yes, we should be
tolerant, but that word has been redefined in society to argue
that we should accept every person’s behavior. The Bible does
not permit that. That is why I like to use the word civility.
Essentially, that is the Golden Rule: “Do to others whatever
you would have them do to you” (Matthew 7:12).

Civility requires humility. A civil person acknowledges that
he or she does not possess all wisdom and knowledge. That
means we should listen to others and consider the possibility
that they might be right, and we could be wrong. Philippians
2:3 says, “Do nothing from selfishness or empty conceit, but
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with humility of mind let each of you regard one another as
more  important  than  himself.”  We  can  disagree  with  other
without being disagreeable. Proverbs 15:1 reminds us that “A
gentle answer turns away wrath.”

This is an important principle as we try to understand the
liberal  mind  and  work  to  build  bridges  to  others  in  our
society.
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Politicized Culture
Kerby Anderson examines the politicized nature of American
culture, offering the Bible’s antidote of a call to civility.

Social  Media’s  Role  in  Politicizing
Issues
I think most of us lament how just about everything in our
culture has become politicized. We can attribute that to the
fact that we live in a nation that is divided. The clash of
worldviews is more apparent than ever before.

In  this  article  I  want  to  talk  about  the
politicized nature of our culture. First I would
like to look at how technology has accentuated this
problem. In a recent column, Daniel Foster points
the finger to social media. The title of his column
is “Everything All the Time.”{1}

His perspective is simple. “It is no longer the case that
technologies  of  communication  merely  accelerate  the  public
discourse,  they  now  ensure  that  every  possible  public
discourse happens simultaneously.” In other words, we don’t
hear these comments one after another. We hear every comment
all at the same time.

We have always had conflicts and differences of opinion in
this republic. But these seem to have intensified because of
the means of our communication. We could work through our
differences “at a pace consistent with
social cohesion.” Now we “get a no-holds-barred battle royale
in which all things are always at stake.”

Football and the national anthem provide a good example. We

https://probe.org/politicized-culture/
https://app.box.com/s/c7qtpin6zzpkb8sdqm5u6qwkfkpur93u


were told that Colin Kaepernick did not have a job in the NFL
because he was either: (a) a terrible quarterback, or (b) was
being blackballed by the NFL owners.
Foster argues that the truth was obviously in between: he is a
middling NFL talent who might have the job if he didn’t come
with so much baggage.

Of course, the discussion quickly moved beyond him to many of
the  other  NFL  players  that  decided  to  kneel  during  the
national  anthem.  Either  they  were  presented  as  saints  or
traitors.  Soon  the  protests  became  something  else:  a
referendum on America. Lost in all of that was the reason for
the actions of the football players.

The tackle for the Pittsburg Steelers (Alejandro Villanueva)
decided to stand for the national anthem with his hand on his
heart. As an ex-Army Ranger, he could do nothing less. Yet, he
was made a hero by many and criticized by others.

He wasn’t trying to make a statement, and I don’t think he was
trying to defy his coach and teammates. He was merely trying
to do what he thought was right. He was distressed with how he
was being portrayed in the media by both people who approved
of his actions and by those who disapproved. He was merely
trying to do what he thought was right before playing the game
of football.

In this world of new media, everyone’s opinion is available
simultaneously. And the most strident opinions are often given
more attention because they are the more extreme. There is
little time to digest them and evaluate them because they are
coming fast and furious.

Politicizing Sport and Education
An NFL player kneeling during the national anthem isn’t the
only place where we see a politicized culture.

For example, the controversy over the NFL players seemed to be



dying down until President Donald Trump intensified the debate
with his speeches and tweets. But politics in sports began
long before he became president.

ESPN has been losing viewers, in part, because it has become
much more political. Sports journalist Clay Travis put it this
way: “Middle America wants to pop a beer and listen to sports
talk, they don’t want to be lectured about why Caitlyn Jenner
is a hero, Michael Sam in the new Jackie Robinson of sports,
and Colin Kaepernick is the Rosa Parks of football.”

In fact, a recent survey validates his conclusions. “The study
aggregated 43 different media markets to see the political
leanings of ESPN consumers in those markets.”{2} The study
found that Republicans were
fleeing ESPN in droves. In the last year, the ESPN audience
became 5 percent less Republican and ESPN 2 actually became 10
percent less Republican. The biggest partisan shift happened
on  ESPN  News,  whose  audience  became  36  percent  less
Republican.

Last week the editors at the Wall Street Journal explained why
we need some areas of our life that are not dominated by
political thought. “Healthy democracies have ample room for
politics  but  leave  a  larger  space  for  civil  society  and
culture that unites more than divides. With the politicization
of the National Football League and the national anthem, the
Divided States of America are exhibiting a very unhealthy
level of polarization and mistrust.”{3}

Politics has also been a part of education, especially higher
education,  for  some  time.  Political  correctness  led  to
attempts to prevent certain professors from gaining tenure and
kept certain speakers from even being allowed to speak on
campus. Universities may say they believe in free speech, but
I think we all know that certain religious views and political
views are essentially banned from the academy.



Politics has now become part of the business world. Just like
on college campuses, we see that certain social and political
views  are  not  allowed  in  the  corporate  world.  Just  ask
employees at Google and Mozilla who lost their jobs because
one wrote a memo about gender and diversity and the other gave
a donation to support traditional marriage. No wonder America
is so polarized. Nearly everything in our world has become
political.

This politicized political environment has moved into nearly
every area of life, including the military.

Politicizing the Military
The military might be one arena that you could assume would
not be politicized. Unfortunately, we have seen how even the
military has been affected by the political environment we
find ourselves in today.

We have some examples during the 2016 presidential campaign.
Candidate Trump seemed to question the heroism of Senator John
McCain when he said, “I like people that weren’t captured.”
Trump also belittled the Khan family who criticized him at the
Democratic  Convention.  His  approval  ratings  dropped
significantly due to his critical comments about that Gold
Star family.

More recently, we have seen the controversy that erupted when
a Gold Star wife and a member of Congress complained about the
way President Trump talked on the phone to her about the loss
of her son. Before it was over, you had the media, members of
Congress, and key figures in the Trump administration making
comments and charges about what was supposed to be a desire to
console a mother who lost her son.

In  a  recent  column,  Ben  Shapiro  reminds  us  that  when  we
politicize a sacred space in our culture it is a serious
problem.{4} He believes it is serious “because no culture can



exist without certain cultural capital—trust—and that trust
exists only when there are certain spaces in which we can
assume agreement without having to ask.”

When there is shared agreement, there is communication and
less friction. If every issue becomes contentious, then the
chances  for  miscommunication  increase.  Also  the  cost  of
transactions increases dramatically.

One of the cultural taboos (until recently) have been the
politicization of Gold Star families. Their loved ones have
paid the ultimate sacrifice, and they certainly deserve to be
left alone to grieve and rebuild their lives. They should not
be at the center of politicized statements.

President George W. Bush provides a good example of how to
respond. You might remember that he was the target of a Gold
Star mother by the name of Cindy Sheehan. Instead of opposing
her or reacting to her, he allowed her to make harsh political
statements and did not respond.

It is worth remembering she alleged that Bush went to war for
oil. She even said that Bush sent her son to die to make his
oil  friends  rich.  She  even  camped  out  near  his  home  in
Crawford,  Texas  to  protest  him.  He  showed  character  and
restraint.

Perhaps there is a lesson for us to learn. In this politicized
environment, we need to be peacemakers as people of integrity
and civility. We should practice restraint because it is often
better to turn the other cheek. Sometimes it is better not to
respond or retaliate. After all, that is what is what the
Bible tells us to do.

Philosophical  and  Spiritual  Roots  of
Politicizing
Why has nearly everything in society become politicized? We



have talked about the role of social media and other cultural
factors. Today I would like to look at the philosophical and
spiritual reasons.

What we are seeing in our society can also be seen in Western
civilization. It is the loss of civility. The two words share
the same etymology. 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 household, so there are
rules of civility that allow us to live peacefully within a

society. Those rules have collapsed in the 21st century.

How can we summarize the principles of civility? 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 live in a world of selfishness and narcissism and
we  aren’t  about  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. We are to treat each other with respect and afford
them the dignity they deserve as people created in the image
of God. It is improper not to treat them with the dignity they
deserve.

Again, this may help answer why civility is on the decline and
political divisions seem to be growing. An increasing majority
in  our  society  no  longer  believes  in  moral  absolutes.  A
significant number do not believe in God and therefore do not
believe we are created in God’s image. The moral restraints



that  existed  in  the  past  are  loosed.  As  this  crisis  of
morality  and  theology  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 anners (and I believe that it
is), its solution must be found in a greater social change
than merely teaching manners or character.

Ultimately, a return to civility must flow out of a moral and
religious change. 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.

The Bible’s Antidote
Let’s turn from the loss of civility and the subsequent rise
in a politicized culture to what the Bible has to say about
this idea of a civil discourse.

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 being criticized in social media or face to face, we
shouldstill treat these critics 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.

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 demands that we not retaliate. The Apostle Paul
teaches in Romans (12:9, 14, 21) we are to “Abhor what is
evil; hold fast to what is good.” Paul goes on to say that we
should “Bless those who persecute you; bless and do not curse
them.” Finally, he concludes, “Do not be overcome by evil, but
overcome evil with good.”

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 in James 3:5-8.
We should watch what we say and what we write.

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.”

In summary, we should be a positive example as we engage the
world. We should do so with courage, compassion, character,
and civility.
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Civil  Discourse?  –  Radio
version

Conservative Bridgebuilder
Think about the last time you channel-surfed the television
news talk shows. Chances are, you encountered at least a few
talking  heads  yelling  at  each  other.  Often,  controversy
reigns. Politics, religion, sex, or sports can ignite passion
that can spill into incivility–on radio and TV, in workplaces,
universities, neighborhoods, and families.

Are you exhausted or disgusted with debates and discussions
that become food fights? This article considers some inspiring
stories  of  risk-takers  who  build  bridges  of  understanding
across philosophical, political, and religious lines. They’re
helping put the “civil” back into “civil discourse” and have
good lessons for us all.
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First  up  is  conservative  commentator  Cal  Thomas.  As  vice
president of Jerry Falwell’s “Moral Majority,” Thomas saw his
share of partisan political debate. But he tells a humorous
story about civility.{1}

The Moral Majority often mentioned Senator Ted Kennedy in its
fund  appeals.  The  senator  and  his  liberal  friends  often
mentioned Falwell in their own letters, each side alerting
their constituents to concerns about the other.

Once,  by  mistake,  Falwell’s  group  sent  Kennedy  a  “Moral
Majority  membership  card.”  When  The  Washington  Post  asked
Thomas if his organization would request the card back, Cal
replied, “No, we don’t believe any man is beyond redemption.
In fact, we’d like to invite the senator to visit Lynchburg
[Virginia] and visit Jerry Falwell’s school.” The Post ran the
quote.

A couple of weeks later, a Kennedy aid phoned to say, “The
senator  has  decided  to  accept  your  invitation.”  “What
invitation?” replied Thomas. “The one for the senator to visit
Lynchburg,” came the response.

Kennedy made the trip, dined with Falwell and gave a warmly-
received speech on tolerance and diversity at Liberty Baptist
College (now Liberty University). Thomas says that began his
own “treasured friendship” with Kennedy, who met with Falwell
“on several subsequent occasions.” Cal notes, “More of eternal
value  was  accomplished  that  night  and  in  the  subsequent
relationship than years of political bashing and one-upmanship
had produced.”

Thomas  and  his  friend  Bob  Beckel,  a  liberal  Democratic
strategist  who  was  Walter  Mondale’s  presidential  campaign
manager,  have  co-written  lively  USA  Today  columns  called
“Common Ground.” The two examine important issues—agreeing and
disagreeing—but  remain  good  friends.  Disagreement  needn’t
torpedo friendship.



A Jew Among the Evangelicals
What do you get when you assign a leftist Jewish journalist to
the evangelical Christian beat for major newspapers on both US
coasts?

Maybe you’d expect mutual animosity: “Those wacko God-squaders
are at it again,” or “The biased secular humanist liberal
media is ruining America.”

But  this  leftist  Jewish  journalist  made  a  significant
discovery, one he feels can instruct his colleagues and us
all. He says to effectively cover the strange tribe to which
he was assigned, it helps to know its members as neighbors and
friends.

Mark Pinsky‘s book, A Jew Among the Evangelicals: A Guide for
the  Perplexed,{2}  tells  how  this  “nice  Jewish  boy  from
Jersey”{3} ended up attending church “more often than many
Christians” and sometimes more often than he attends his own
synagogue.{4} During his ten years covering religion for the
Los Angeles Times, he focused on major evangelical leaders and
had little connection with grassroots evangelicals.

When he moved to Florida in 1995 to write for the Orlando
Sentinel, they were everywhere: in the neighborhood, at kids
sporting events, birthday parties, PTA meetings, Scouts. Still
a committed Jew, Pinsky found they were neither monolithic
nor, as The Washington Post once claimed, “poor, uneducated
and easy to command.”{5}

Disclosure: Pinsky, whom I’ve known since our university days,
is a personal friend. His Duke Chronicle column was titled
“The Readable Radical.” He was at the vanguard of late-1960s
campus  leftist  causes.  I  didn’t  always  agree  with  his
politics, but I admired his concerns about justice, hypocrisy,
and the disenfranchised.

He  still  votes  with  the  Democratic  left,  but  he  also
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understands the Christian subculture he covers better than
many  of  its  members.  Mutual  respect  characterizes  his
relations  with  its  leaders.

Mark’s personal stories of “how people just like you wrestle
with feelings, values, and beliefs that touch the core of
their  beings”  provide  “a  glimpse  of  someone  learning  to
understand and get along with folks whose convictions differ
from his own.”{6}

Get to know your intellectual and philosophical adversaries,
he recommends. Take them to lunch. Ratchet down the rhetoric.
Maybe connection can produce understanding and civility can
grow into bridgebuilding.{7}

Not bad advice in a world too-often filled with brickbats and
name calling.

Confronting Our Liberal Bias
Religious  and  political  conservatives  often  complain  about
bias  in  secular  universities.  Here’s  how  two  university
professors faced that issue in their own teaching

Elizabeth Kiss is president of Agnes Scott College in Atlanta.
Before that, she was a Duke political science professor and
director of Duke’s Kenan Institute for Ethics.{8} With public
policy lecturer Alma Blount, she wrote an intriguing 2005
article, “Confronting Our Liberal Bias.”{9} They note:

In  the  wake  of  the  2004  presidential  election,  we’ve
witnessed the deep divide in this country around themes of
religion and politics, the war in Iraq, and U.S. foreign
policy. As faculty members at a leading university, we’ve
also been struck by an uncomfortable realization: we need to
confront liberal bias in the academy.

They cite two seminal experiences. In one, “colleagues tried



to block an invitation to a conservative faculty member to
speak in a class.” In another, comments about “how liberal
bias threatens open inquiry” met anger and disbelief.

Kiss and Blount considered how their own liberal assumptions
subtly influenced their teaching. “Creating a culture of open
inquiry on campus,” they write, “means we first must face our
everyday temptation toward political bias.” They continue:

Political  bias,  from  either  the  left  or  the  right,  is
corrosive of open inquiry. It is the “in” joke or flippant
comment suggesting that all rational people are on your side.
It portrays opponents in the worst possible light, suggesting
they are ignorant, self-righteous, or evil. Bias breeds an
enclave mentality that encourages smug and lazy thinking. It
blinds us to the complexity of public issues.

Blount and Kiss are arguing not for academic neutrality, but
rather for conviction with disclosure, appreciating dissent as
part  of  the  learning  process.  They  advocate  political
diversity in assigned readings, welcoming differing student
viewpoints  in  class,  inviting  guest  speakers  of  various
perspectives, plus modeling dialogue and debate. “Confronting
liberal bias won’t be easy,” they conclude. “But it’s the
right thing to do.”

Their refreshing candor is all too rare. An excellent example
for all sides in making civil discourse more “civil.”

“Gotcha” Politics
President  Bill  Clinton’s  Special  Counsel  and  scandal
spokesperson was Lanny Davis, a prominent attorney and now-
ubiquitous television figure.

Now, some of my readers may consider Bill and Hillary Clinton
to be Mr. and Mrs. Antichrist. But I ask you to please segment



your emotions about the Clintons momentarily to consider their
former coworker’s passionate appeal for civility in public
discourse.

Davis, a liberal Democrat, has authored an important book,
Scandal: How “Gotcha” Politics is Destroying America.{10} He
says, “The politics of healthy debate have been replaced by
the  politics  of  personal  destruction,  and  the  media,
politicians,  lawyers,  and  the  Internet  revolution  are  all
complicit,”  as  are  the  American  people  who  reward  the
politicians  and  consume  the  media.{11}  With  admirable
transparency, he admits concerning parts of his past, “I am
ashamed to say all this today—but I was just as much caught up
in  the  gotcha  culture  as  partisans  on  the  Republican
right.”{12} He regrets having jumped into “food fight” TV on
occasion,{13}  and  admits  to  some  past  blindness  to
“politically  expedient  hypocrisy.”{14}

Davis often seeks to build bridges. During the 1992 Democratic
National Convention, Pennsylvania Governor Robert Casey “had
been  barred  from  delivering  an  anti-abortion,  ‘pro-life’
speech to the convention.” Davis, who is pro-choice, asked
some  of  his  fellow  liberal  delegates  to  join  him  in  a
resolution to allow Casey to speak, in the name of freedom of
expression and tolerance of dissent. Alas, he was shouted
down.{15}

In  2000,  his  longtime  friend  Senator  Joseph
Lieberman—Democratic  vice  presidential  candidate  and  an
orthodox Jew—garnered liberal criticism for “bringing up God
too  much.”  Reflecting  on  a  famous  Abraham  Lincoln  speech
invoking  divine  assistance  and  encouraging  prayer,  Lanny
wondered,  “Would  my  liberal  friends  have  regarded  Abraham
Lincoln  as  ‘bringing  up  God  too  much?'”{16}  He  decries
intolerance  and  “contempt  or  disrespect  for  the  deeply
religious and those who believe in the power of prayer.”{17}

At  the  2006  National  Prayer  Breakfast,  rock  star  Bono,



advocating  bipartisan  cooperation  to  fight  poverty,  cited
Jesus’ statement, “Do to others as you would have them do to
you.”{18}  “You  cannot  believe  in  Bono’s  words,”  comments
Davis, “without being tolerant of those whose religious faith
leads them to political views vastly different from that of a
pro-choice Democrat.”{19}

May his tribe increase.

Bridgebuilding:  From  Food  Fights  to
Finding Common Ground
How can we cultivate respect and learn to disagree without
being disagreeable? Maybe you’ll enjoy this story.

I entered university in the turbulent late 1960s. The Vietnam
War,  Civil  rights,  sexual  revolution,  and  campus  upheaval
permeated  our  lives.  The  fraternity  I  joined  was  quite
diverse. We had political liberals and conservatives; athletes
and scholars; atheists, agnostics, Christians, and Jews. Late
night bull sessions kept us engaged and learning from each
other.

When  I  was  a  freshman  and  a  new  believer  in  Jesus,  our
fraternity agreed to allow a Campus Crusade for Christ meeting
in the chapter room. I posted a sign inside the front door for
all the guys to see, announcing the date and time. As a gag,
at the bottom I wrote “Attendance Mandatory.” Needless to say,
the  sign  quickly  filled  with  graffiti.  My  favorite  said,
“Jesus and His Lambda Chi Alpha disciples will be autographing
Bibles in the hallway during intermission.”

The night of the meeting, one fraternity brother welcomed
visitors from the head of the stairway, literally tied to a
cross.  Some  members  heckled  the  speaker,  who  gracefully
engaged them in dialogue. He demonstrated how to disagree but
remain friendly.



Our diversity taught me lots about tolerance and civility. We
lived,  worked,  studied,  and  played  together  and  forged
friendships that have endured despite time and distance. Many
of us still gather for reunions and still enjoy each others’
company.  That  environment  was  a  crucible  that  helped  me
develop communication and relationship skills.

How can you cultivate civility? Consider three suggestions:

1. Learn about views different from your own. Read what
others believe and ascertain why they feel and think as they
do. Ask yourself how you might feel in their situation.

2. Discover Common Ground. Starting where you agree can help
overcome many emotional barriers.

3.  Befriend  people  with  differing  views.  Friendly
conversation  or  shared  meals  can  help  open  hearts.
Conservatives, take a liberal to lunch, and vice versa.

Paul, an early follower of Jesus, had good advice on how to
deal with those who differ. It applies in many contexts. He
wrote:

Be wise in the way you act toward outsiders; make the most of
every opportunity. Let your conversation be always full of
grace, seasoned with salt, so that you may know how to answer
everyone.{20}
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Leftist  Jewish  Journalist
Survives Evangelical Beat
Quiz:  What  do  you  get  when  you  take  one  leftist  Jewish
journalist, assign him to the evangelical Christian beat for
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major newspapers on both US coasts, sprinkle in some fiery
sermons and politically conservative speeches, mix thoroughly,
and  bake  with  the  heat  of  fiercely  contested  national
elections?

Note: This is not a joke.

Sound like a recipe for nitroglycerin shortcake? Maybe you’d
expect mutual animosity: “Those wacko God-squaders are at it
again, imposing their beliefs and politics on the rest of us
sane people.” “He’s just another example of the biased secular
humanist liberal media that’s ruining America.”

Yet  this  cake  hides  no  explosives.  The  leftist  Jewish
journalist made a significant discovery on the road to meeting
deadlines, one he feels can instruct his colleagues and us
all.

He says to effectively cover the strange tribe to which he was
assigned,  it  helps  to  know  its  members  as  neighbors  and
friends. His lesson has affected his writing in ways that have
conservative evangelicals commending him for fairness and that
provide useful illustrations for managing today’s turbulent
culture wars.

A Jew Among the Evangelicals
Mark Pinsky’s new book, A Jew Among the Evangelicals: A Guide
for the Perplexed (Westminster John Knox), tells how this
“nice Jewish boy from Jersey” ended up attending church “more
often than many Christians” and sometimes more often than he
attends  his  own  synagogue.  During  his  ten  years  covering
religion for the Los Angeles Times, he focused on leaders of
major evangelical ministries and had little connection with
local grassroots evangelicals.

When he moved to Florida in 1995 to write for the Orlando
Sentinel, they were everywhere: In the neighborhood, at kids
sporting events, birthday parties, PTA meetings, Scouts, “I
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encountered  evangelicals  simply  as  people,  rather  than  as
subjects or sources of quotes for my stories.”

Still  a  committed  Jew,  Pinsky  found  they  were  neither
monolithic nor, as The Washington Post once claimed, “”poor,
uneducated and easy to command.”  They displayed surprising
diversity  on  a  range  of  issues  including  the  Iraq  war,
environmentalism,  tax  policy,  women  in  leadership,  and
immigration.

The Readable Radical
Disclaimer: Pinsky, whom I’ve known since our university days,
is a personal friend, so I’m biased. But I’ve also observed a
curious development here that merits wider consideration. His
Duke Chronicle column was entitled “The Readable Radical” and
he was at the vanguard of late-1960s campus leftist causes. I
didn’t  always  agree  with  his  politics,  but  I  admired  his
concerns about justice, hypocrisy and the disenfranchised.

He  still  votes  with  the  Democratic  left,  but  he  also
understands the Christian subculture he covers better than
many  of  its  members.  Mutual  respect  characterizes  his
relations  with  its  leaders.

Pinsky is not without good natured humor as he highlights
evangelical quirks. Example: the Orlando golf club that hyped
its Easter sunrise service and “Easter Egg Scramble” golf
tournament. And, perhaps-not-so-tongue-in-cheek, he admits he
especially likes about evangelical Christians that “if you are
sorry, they have to forgive you.”  He knows their boss said,
“When you are praying, first forgive anyone you are holding a
grudge against{1}.

Lessons for Life in the Larger World
His book draws lessons from his peculiar and unlikely journey
for life in the larger world. His stories of “how people just



like you wrestle with feelings, values, and beliefs that touch
the  core  of  their  beings”  provide  “a  glimpse  of  someone
learning  to  understand  and  get  along  with  folks  whose
convictions  differ  from  his  own.”

Get to know your intellectual and philosophical adversaries,
he recommends. Take them to lunch. Ratchet down the rhetoric.
Maybe connection can produce understanding and civility can
grow into bridgebuilding.

Not bad advice in a world too-often filled with brickbats and
name calling.

Note

1. Mark 11:25 New Living Translation.
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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.
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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.
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
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.
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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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