Civil Discourse?

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.

First up 1is 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
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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 1leftist 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
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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
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, 1is
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 gquest 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 1is 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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The Moral Fallout of the ’'98
Elections

Now that the November elections have passed, it is time to
apply a little 20/20 hindsight to the results. An initial
observation is that even the experts were surprised by the
outcome, as Democrats gained five seats against the Republican
majority in the House, while drawing even in the Senate. Less
than a month before the elections, the political director of
the Democratic National Committee stated that losing less than
twenty-six House seats and less than six Senate seats would be
a victory for Democrats. Even moderate political analysts
believed that Republicans would secure net gains of eight
House seats, three Senate seats, and three governorships. Yet,
this election was the first one since the presidency of FDR in
which the party of the president did not lose seats in a
congressional election. It would seem that these elections
deserve special consideration.

The reason why so many had expected poor election results for
the Democrats was obviously the scandal that has enveloped the
Clinton presidency in the last year. Many Republican leaders
seemed to regard the election as a referendum on the
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President, discounting polls which suggested otherwise. The
question is, How could so many “experts” have so misread this
election?

Perhaps one of the most significant aspects of this year’s
results has to do with the vote of religious conservatives. By
comparing this year’s vote with the elections of 1994, when
Republicans regained control of the House after years of a
Democratic majority, we notice a major shift in the voting
activity of the so-called “religious right.” In 1994, 67
percent of self-described religious conservatives voted
Republican for Congress, while only 20 percent voted for
Democrats. In the 1998 elections, however, 54 percent of
religious conservatives voted Republican, and 31 percent voted
for Democrats, a significant 24 percent swing.

This, in 1itself, helps explain the strong showing of
Democrats, but prompts the question, Why did religious
conservatives have such a dramatic shift in voting patterns?
Several attempts will be made here to answer this question.

Earlier this year, James Dobson of Focus on the Family issued
a kind of ultimatum to the Republican Party leadership.
Expressing frustration at the failure of Republicans to pass
significant legislation in areas such as abortion, he
threatened to take as many of his radio listeners as he could
away from the Republican Party if they did not make more of an
effort to focus on social issues important to evangelicals.
Immediately after that threat, there was a sudden emphasis by
Republican leaders on abortion and homosexuality, and once
again the ban on partial-birth abortions was brought to a
vote. However, it was again vetoed by President Clinton. Even
though, in that respect, Republicans have made an effort to
reflect the social concerns of evangelical Christians, their
failure to make any progress even with a majority may have
left many supporters alienated.

Another factor may have been the failure of Republicans to



stand up to President Clinton in the last-minute budget
negotiations in October. Instead of pressing for their own
agenda months earlier, when Mr. Clinton was at his weakest,
Republicans were pressed into a corner by the threat of
another government shutdown. Their failure to acknowledge that
their constituents were concerned with more than just
President Clinton’s behavior ultimately seems to have
backfired. The main message this year was that conservatives
themselves sent a message to Republicans that they can no
longer be counted on to simply vote anti-Democrat. As Steve
Forbes has said, “A party that loses sight of its values and
principles loses its base.”

Presidential Scandal and the '98
Elections

Republicans and Democrats alike had anticipated major gains
for the Republicans in the House, mainly because of the
scandal involving President Clinton. House Speaker Newt
Gingrich had predicted a gain of as many as thirty seats. Yet
when the votes were tallied, Democrats had actually gained
five seats, and Newt Gingrich has now resigned his position as
Speaker of the House. Does this mean that voters rejected an
agenda favorable to religious conservatives?

Many Christians have been dismayed by the apparent lack of
voters who were willing to punish Mr. Clinton for his actions.
Of course, Mr. Clinton himself was not running for office, but
it was thought that, by voting against Democrats, voters would
signal their disapproval of President Clinton’s behavior.
Instead, it appears that voters voted for candidates on their
own merits; it would seem that voters were in most respects
voting for candidates and issues, not just against Mr.
Clinton.

Some, associating the Democratic Party with the Lewinski
scandal, have suggested that the positive gains of Democrats



indicates that Americans are less and less concerned about the
morality of their political leaders. Several factors have to
be considered before making that judgment. In the first place,
no single party has a monopoly on morality. This became
especially evident when it was revealed in recent months that
several prominent Republicans had been involved in sexual
affairs in the past. And even though the current legal issue
against Mr. Clinton is all about perjury under oath and
suborning of perjury, as well as possible obstruction of
justice, it is impossible to separate these issues from
President Clinton’s involvement with Ms. Lewinski.
Consequently, the emphasis in the press on the sexual nature
of the scandal has led many to conclude that Mr. Clinton’s
behavior is not unique.

Another key factor in how the American people have reacted to
the Lewinski scandal is a simple psychological response to the
long period between President Clinton’s denial of an affair
and his eventual admission of an “inappropriate relationship.”
In the eight months between those two speeches, most Americans
had gradually become convinced that the President lied in his
initial denial. Consequently, when President Clinton admitted
he had misled the public, the shock factor was absent—many
people had already concluded that he wasn’t telling the truth.
And the constant emphasis in the news about the story
eventually led many to conclude that our elected officials
were obsessed with the scandal. Though it has been suggested
that the reluctance to condemn Mr. Clinton’s actions 1is
indicative of a nation that has lost its moral compass, it
could be that it also points to a sense of morality that is
repulsed by publicly discussing private matters.

Exit polls indicate that over half of all voters did not
consider President Clinton an 1issue in the election. Some
candidates and issues which he supported won, and some lost.
It seems what was most significant was that Republicans in
this session of Congress failed to establish an agenda of



their own that emphasized traditional conservatism. As we will
see in the next section, it is evident that voters did not
reject the social and moral concerns of Christians, but rather
the failure of some Republicans to make a principled stand on
the issues.

Major Victories for Christian
Conservatives

The mainstream press has attempted to portray the lack-luster
performance of Republicans at the national level as a major
blow to the religious right, yet exit polls indicate that the
major difference this year was that it was the religious right
itself that shifted its allegiance away from the Republican
Party. The clear message 1is that Republicans cannot expect
religious conservatives to slavishly vote Republican every
time. Voters seem much more willing to look at each individual
candidate on his or her own merit, rather than simply
following a party line. It would appear that some of its
strongest supporters are attempting to send Republican Party
leaders a message.

Christians and other religious conservatives who are concerned
that the elections indicate a major shift away from
traditional morality may be focusing too strongly on their
reaction to the Clinton scandal. Whereas 20 percent of voters
went to the voting booth with the clear intent of voting
against Mr. Clinton, another 20 percent voted with support of
the President in mind. Those two groups thus canceled each
other out. The other 60 percent of voters maintained that they
voted with no thought of President Clinton. And since many
Democrats attempted to distance themselves from President
Clinton during their campaigns, it would be a stretch to
suggest that those who voted Democrat were voting for the
President. And when we consider the issues which were voted on
this past November, we can’t help but notice that major
victories were won in areas important to Christians.



Perhaps one of the most defining moments of these elections
was the banning of same-sex marriage in both Hawaii and
Alaska. Of course, the silence from the major media has been
deafening, especially when it had been suggested just two
years ago by gay activists that Hawaii would open the
floodgates for same-sex marriage. Even though homosexual
activists poured considerable amounts of money and energy into
their campaigns, nearly 70 percent of both Alaskan and
Hawaiian voters affirmed marriage as being between one man and
one woman. In a related issue, Republicans had high hopes that
Matt Fong would defeat liberal Senator Barbara Boxer in
California, but Fong shocked many conservative supporters late
in the campaign by making concessions to the gay and lesbian
community. Needless to say, Fong lost, mainly due to his
failure to take a principled stand.

Also, another major issue for Christians has been the emphasis
on the sanctity of life. In the home state of Jack Kevorkian,
Michigan voters defeated doctor-assisted suicide by a wide
margin. Colorado voters also placed a limitation on abortion
by requiring parental consent for teenagers seeking abortion.
Unfortunately, Colorado and Washington both refused to outlaw
partial-birth abortions, although the votes were very close.

In sum, while conservatives seem to be laying all their bets
on the Republican Party, and because Republicans didn’t do as
well as expected, there has been a tendency to say
conservatism, and especially religious conservatism, was a big
loser on election day. But when we look at the results of
particular races, we see that only a handful of true
conservatives lost at the national level, and many referendums
were won. Any attempt to view the elections as an outright
rejection of a conservative religious worldview cannot be
supported by the facts.



Moral Judgment and the Sexual Revolution

As we have examined the November elections, we have concluded
that the attitude of most Americans toward President Clinton
was left out of the ballot box. President Clinton was not
running for office, and the major shift in voting patterns was
demonstrated by religious conservatives, who appear to have
punished Republicans for failing to act like the majority in
Congress. Probably the best way to gauge how Americans view
the President is to recall the polls that have been taken
since the Lewinski matter erupted in January of 1998.

Certainly one of the most curious aspects of this political
year has been the consistently high job approval ratings the
President has enjoyed, while at the same time he is considered
a poor role model by a majority. The very fact that people
have made a moral judgment of the President is once again a
positive indication that American society 1is not simply
concerned with pragmatism. But on the other hand, the majority
of Americans seem to be willing to forgive Mr. Clinton and
simply want the issue to go away. In this respect, Americans
seem perfectly content to ignore the scandal as long as there
is peace abroad and economic prosperity at home. Besides, it
is the opinion of many that the scandal is “just about sex.”
If anything, it is that small phrase which should be of
concern for society, since it seems to imply that sexuality is
of little importance. A biblical worldview is entirely opposed
to such a notion.

According to Genesis 2, God’s desire is that one man and one
women should become “one flesh” in the act of marriage-a
euphemism for sexual union. But since the beginning of time,
humanity has rejected God’s plan, and the consequences have
been devastating. In the United States, there has been a
concerted effort since the 1960’'s to overcome any social
restrictions against sex outside of marriage, all in the name
of personal freedom. But in fact, many of the social



pathologies in this country can be traced to a distorted view
of sexuality. When men and women reject the sacredness of
sexuality and view sex as simply recreational, the natural
results are obvious: unwanted pregnancies, abortion, sexually
transmitted diseases, AIDS, divorce, single-motherhood, and
poverty. Not so obvious is another related issue. When young
men grow up without fathers, they typically learn conceptions
of manhood from other youth, rather than learning from their
fathers. Violent gangs are often the only families that some
young men ever identify with. Thus, to speak of sexuality as
though it is of little import is a tragic mistake.

Of course, because the sexual revolution has had such a
powerful grip on society, it is easy to see why so many are
able to separate President Clinton’s personal life from his
public duties. When any society loosens its attitude toward a
particular activity, the members of that society will feel
less ashamed for engaging in that activity. As a consequence,
those who engage in that activity will be much less likely to
condemn anyone who does the same thing, since to do so would
necessarily be a condemnation of themselves. More than likely,
the willingness for many to simply ignore the Lewinski matter
is a residue of a casual view of sexuality. However, the
American people must remember that the issue before them is
not only a sexual scandal, but a question of the rule of law.
That issue has broader implications for us all.

The Case for the Common Good

As we have been considering the recent national elections and
the suprising results, we have considered the possible
connection between the results and the public’s reaction to
President Clinton and the Lewinski scandal. We have noted that
exit polls indicate that candidates were typically judged on
their own merits. Thus, overall results cannot be said to
reflect favorably or negatively on Mr. Clinton. We also noted
that the sexual revolution has lessened the tendency of



Americans to judge anyone for sexual indiscretions. But, what
must now be emphasized is that the President’s impeachment
hearings are based on allegations of perjury and obstruction
of justice. That many Americans are willing to dismiss such an
offense should be of concern to all of us.

Perhaps the first thing that should be acknowledged by all 1is
that President Clinton is well-liked by many Americans.
Consequently, this case is similar to the 0.J. Simpson trial,
where a well-known and well-liked celebrity won a trial of
public opinion. In this situation, millions of Americans are
sympathetic toward the President. Unfortunately, many
Americans have construed their affection for the President as
being admissible as evidence in a court of law. In reality,
juries are not simply allowed to determine a person’s fate by
majority rule. And contrary to what has been stated recently
by media friends of President Clinton such as Geraldo Rivera,
perjury 1is a criminal offense. To simply ignore 1its
possibility in this case would be devastating for our legal
system.

When we consider that this country’s government is founded on
an intricate system of checks and balances, we must ultimately
recognize that the rule of law is essential to a just society.
When people are discriminated against, or granted special
favors in the legal system, the result is injustice. President
Clinton himself recognizes this, as he is the top law
enforcement officer in the land. In addition, the following
statement 1is found in the Justice Department’s manual for
federal prosecutors: “Because false declarations affect the
integrity of the judicial fact-finding process, all offenders
should be vigorously prosecuted.”

Unfortunately, contemporary society tends to denigrate public
service, and place a premium on the comforts of private and
family life. Consequently, many people are willing to ignore
the legal case against President Clinton since they assume it
does not directly concern them. But, as Alexis de Tocqueville



reminded us over 150 years ago in his great work Democracy 1in
America, one of the dangers of democracy is that it can
flatten people’s personalities, making them “creatures of mass
opinion and enslaving them to the drive for material security,
comfort and equality.” But if the American people are willing
to forfeit the integrity of the law out of a desire for
convenience or prosperity, it demonstrates not so much the
lack of a moral compass as it indicates that many Americans no
longer recognize the concept of the common good.

When a government becomes too powerful, de Toqueville warns,
its citizens are willing to sacrifice freedom for comfort.
Should contemporary society assume that President Clinton
should not have to be held accountable for perjury, it would
establish a legal precedent that would call into question the
rule of law in our society. To that extent our elected
congressional leaders must remember that their first
responsibility is to the laws which they as a body have sworn
to defend. While the spectacle of impeachment hearings is a
sad prospect, even more tragic would be the cynicism that
would be the result of ignoring this case for reasons of
political expediency.
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