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Religion in politics can be a negative or a positive. A decade ago, I wrote Faith and Politics, a book that emphasized the negative and argued that the exploitation of wedge issues for the purpose of energizing the base of the Republican Party was dividing and harming the country. This book, by contrast, emphasizes the positive and attempts to show how religion can play an important and constructive part in American politics. It is written for people of faith who are concerned that our government is dysfunctional, who believe that their religion offers much of importance for them to say, and who think that they have a duty to help make government work.

The well-deserved attention the negative has received, not only from me but from Madeleine Albright, E. J. Dionne, and others, has had the salutary effect of decreasing the misuse of religion for political purposes. Playing to religious passions is easier done discreetly than in the glare of public attention it has recently received. The alarm that some have expressed at what they see as the decline of religion in America is, in part, a recognition that the energy of last decade’s religiously fraught issues such as embryonic stem cell research and end-of-life care has lost much of its steam. Even the hot-button subject of gay marriage isn’t as hot as it was just a few years ago, with an increasing percentage of our population now accepting of or at least resigned to the new reality. Big issues eventually become old ones as public passion grows and then dissipates. What I and others wrote about divisive religious issues contributed to this maturing process, and it was in line with an American tradition dating from Jefferson and Madison that warned against the entanglement of religion and politics.

My one-sided emphasis on the negative, on the dangerous divisiveness of religion in the public square, was unsatisfying to some people who take religion seriously and believe that it should influence all of life, including politics. Their belief is squarely within the biblical tradition that calls faithful people to engage themselves actively in the world.

The Old Testament tells of a leader who confronted Pharaoh, a people who went to war, and prophets who spoke truth to kings. This activist understanding of religion carried into the New Testament. Jesus repeatedly told his disciples that faith was more than a private matter. They were expected to do things, to invest their talents, to bear fruit, to turn seeds into high-yielding grain. They were to go into the world and make disciples. Nowhere does the Bible suggest that the responsibility of religion is to stay out of people’s hair.

But that is exactly how some people understandably took what I said a decade ago. After I had expressed concern that the Christian right had taken over the Republican Party, Rush Limbaugh claimed that I want religious people to get out of politics. In fact, that is the opposite of what I want. I want political people to stop using religion to divide Americans, but I want religious people to become more engaged in fixing politics that is currently broken. And as the American people clearly understand, today’s politics is most certainly broken.

Nearly every day, I hear variations of the same comment: “I bet you don’t miss it”—“it” meaning Washington, D.C., which I left when I retired from the Senate in 1994. What’s interesting is both the certainty and the frequency with which people make that comment today. Even when put as a question—“Do you miss it?”—there is a rhetorical ring, as if to say, “Of course you don’t miss Washington, how could you?” As for frequency, I don’t recall hearing people say this in my early post-Washington years. Back then, some people wondered if the slow pace of Congress could be frustrating, but there wasn’t what now appears to be a universal assumption that service in Congress is such a miserable condition that any sane person would head for the exit.

After I announced that I would be retiring from the Senate, I made a final tour of Missouri to thank my constituents for electing me. I told them that I loved my years in office, and that I was retiring only because I thought it was time to come home. That was true. I did love it then, and I would hate it now. When people bet I don’t miss the Senate, they are expressing a widespread belief that government is ill serving the nation. In October 2013, Pew Research Center reported that only 19 percent of Americans say that they trust government to do what is right at least most of the time. Simultaneously, Pew reported that 81 percent of the public was dissatisfied with the state of the nation.*

Some religious people, Mennonites for example, separate themselves entirely from the world of politics. But many—I believe most—religious people believe that their faith relates to all of life: to their community, to their world, and to their politics. Today the faithful, despite some sharp differences on important questions of moral principle, share a common sense that something is terribly wrong in American politics, and they want to make it right.

They sense that government has become nothing more than a grab bag for interest groups wherein politicians will do whatever it takes to keep themselves in office.

They sense that Americans are losing what has connected us, that individualistic isolation is suffocating community, that we are holing up in front of our television sets, that as modern communication and transportation make the world smaller, we are dispersing to the suburbs and growing further apart.

They sense that government doesn’t work, that every issue devolves into endless bickering, that the permanent condition of politics is gridlock.

“Gridlock” is an expressive term, because, like cars stuck in traffic, government seems incapable of moving in any direction. The national debt approaches $20 trillion, and there is no real effort to contain it. In most years, Congress doesn’t pass a budget controlling how much government should tax and spend, and it doesn’t pass appropriations bills to decide where to do the spending. For decades we have known that our most important domestic programs, Social Security and Medicare, are unsustainable on their present course, yet nothing is done to change course. Twelve million or so illegal immigrants reside in our country, and more arrive daily, but government cannot enact an immigration policy. Our roads and bridges deteriorate without Washington’s response. In foreign affairs, Russia reverts to its czarist ambitions and Islamist radicals proclaim a caliphate, while our belief that political divisions should end at the water’s edge is a distant memory.

It’s not that nobody in politics has an idea of what to do about these challenges. Everyone seems to have a different one, and all of them are mutually exclusive. Members of Congress appear on Sunday talk shows and present their ideas with great passion, while we watch them and say to ourselves, “This is just political. It isn’t going anywhere.”

The liberal among us often have confidence that by enacting the right policies, government has solutions to America’s problems. Conservatives tend to be more skeptical about the efficacy of big programs. But all of us, no matter our ideology, want government that works and is capable of moving in some direction, however imperfectly. It seems to all of us that a government that works is the least we should be able to expect from our politicians.

It would be easy to go on at length lamenting the state of politics, but that would only plant the idea that all is hopeless and we might as well give up. Such cynicism would be a terrible disservice to the country. Whatever our sense that something is wrong, an overwhelming majority of our people say they are proud to be Americans. So when politics is broken, we should mend it. That is the mission of religious people who are engaged in politics—fix it, make things better.

—

As we shall see in the discussion of our first four presidents, Americans have long believed that in even the best of times under the best-designed system of government something essential would be missing that could never be supplied by government alone. This is so because the essence of politics is attending to and balancing self-interests, and, as our founders acknowledged, containing interests would not suffice to sustain the nation. What is missing in politics alone is the commitment to look beyond the self and serve the common good, and behind such commitment is the healing power of religion.

Sailing to the New World in 1630, John Winthrop—a layman, not a clergyman—preached his famous sermon with its profoundly religious message. He envisioned America as a model society where we would try to live not in service to self but for the welfare of each other. He said that the eyes of Europe would be on us, so it would be our responsibility to set an example and to conduct ourselves as “a city upon a hill.” That remains our responsibility today. So if we think that America’s light is today not as bright as it should be, it is our responsibility to turn up that light. For those of us who, like John Winthrop, believe that we have a purpose given to us by God, our responsibility is especially urgent.




*  Pew Research Center, “Trust in Government Nears Record Low, but Most Federal Agencies Are Viewed Favorably,” October 18, 2013, www.people-press.org/​2013/​10/​18/​trust-in-government-nears-record-low-but-most-federal-agencies-are-viewed-favorably/; Pew Research Center, “As Debt Deadline Nears, Concern Ticks Up but Skepticism Persists,” October 15, 2013, www.people-press.org/​2013/​10/​15/​as-debt-limit-deadline-nears-concern-ticks-up-but-skepticism-persists/​.
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In the spring of 1959, I walked into the office of Professor Browne Barr having heard from other students that he was the most pastoral teacher at Yale Divinity School. I was intent on baring my soul. I had entered the divinity school believing that God intended me for the parish clergy or for teaching religion, but I was now in a vocational crisis, dreading either career path and knowing that I lacked both the temperament of a pastor and the abstract mind of a theologian. My future seemed unbearable, and being surrounded by dedicated and contented classmates deepened my gloom.

Before my senior year in college, my aim was politics, as it had been since age ten when, sitting in the gallery of the U.S. Senate I told myself, “I want to do that someday.” As a schoolboy, I signed up for every activity that was at all political: debates in the school assembly, mock nominating conventions, the model UN. I loved it. Everyone knew of my passion for politics, my parents who encouraged me and my classmates who nicknamed me “Senator.” Then came college, where I majored in religion and became convinced that God wanted me to have a future in the ministry.

I entered Professor Barr’s office in a quandary. God must have wanted me for the ministry or I would not have been at Yale. But did I have to do something I dreaded? Could I change course and resume the political path I loved, or was I compelled to stick it out at divinity school because to do otherwise would be disobedient to God?

Professor Barr barely looked up from his desk, never invited me to sit down, and interrupted me two or three minutes into my speech, saying, “God doesn’t expect you to walk around on your knees if you don’t want to.” And that was it. End of meeting. He never explained what he meant. Was he telling me that God never wants us to do what we don’t enjoy? That seemed unimaginable, as the Gospels teach us that disciples do what no one would want to—leave home and family, pick up our crosses, even die. So why should it be okay for me to choose politics over the ministry just because politics would give me more pleasure than, say, calling on the sick? My decision to shift to law school, then to politics, was selfish, based on my personal likes and dislikes. Maybe I should feel guilty about that, but I must admit that I have never for a minute regretted the decision. I would have been a terrible pastor.

That said, I didn’t think then, and don’t think now, that I should brush off my supposed call to the ministry as though it never happened. I did major in religion in college and ended up graduating from Yale with degrees in both law and divinity. Although I have never been in the full-time parish ministry, I was ordained into the priesthood of the Episcopal Church. Surely there must be some connection between my theological education and ordination on one hand and politics, which has been such a big part of my life, on the other. My life shouldn’t be neatly compartmentalized between what I believe and what I do. So for nearly sixty years I have been trying to work out in my mind the relevance of my religion to my politics.

One particular question has been on my mind since as a college senior I read the work of the great twentieth-century theologian Reinhold Niebuhr. Niebuhr taught that the standard for Christian ethics is Christ’s sacrificial death on the Cross. We should love one another as Christ loves us. Yet Niebuhr was realistic about human behavior. In the real world, we are seldom sacrificial. We further our own interests, and we create political systems that balance our competing interests and protect us from each other as each tries to advance his or her own causes. Politics is about balancing power, not practicing sacrificial love. Indeed, Niebuhr believed that if a political system were to practice the Love Commandment, say through pacifism, the consequence would be injustice—the dominance by the strong and fierce over the weak. Nevertheless, Niebuhr thought that while the Love Commandment could not be implemented as a plan for governing, it remained relevant as a standard for politics. Ever since I was a college senior, I have wondered how this could be so.

This book is an attempt to find out where I am in my own thinking in the hope that my struggle will help others think about the relationship between their faith and how they go about their lives as citizens and their engagement in politics.

The fact that after all these years I’m still trying to work out how my faith should affect my approach to politics shows that I have never come up with easy answers. It hasn’t been as though a friend has asked, “Well, Jack, what do your religious beliefs mean for your politics?” and I could spontaneously say, “The answer is X, Y, and Z.” I never thought that my religion should govern specific Senate votes on, say, tax or appropriations bills, and I don’t recall any constituent suggesting that it should. Some people on the left and the right have claimed to be able to do what I could not. They have drawn causal connections between their understanding of religion and their positions on particular issues. Many conservatives have done this on social issues, saying that their religion compels opposition to abortion, embryonic stem cell research, and same-sex marriage. Many liberals have claimed that the religious mandate to care for the poor and sick leads directly to support for government welfare and health care programs. While it’s important to measure all that I do, including my politics, against the demands of my faith, I have found it difficult to draw straight lines between the creeds I believe and the policies I support. On the contrary, I am convinced that the sanctification of my political opinions would amount to idolatry that would render it impossible to compromise with others.

It’s possible to conceive of hypothetical circumstances where we could confidently say that a political position would be contrary to the will of God. A racist platform espoused by neo-Nazis would be an example. But in twenty-first-century America, such opinions are not within the range of serious debate, much less possible implementation. The real world of American politics consists of a series of issues on which good-hearted and reasonable people disagree, issues such as taxes, spending, and America’s role in the world, issues on which vigorous disagreement is normal but moral condemnation would be out of place.

Attempts to translate religious beliefs into stands on specific issues are misguided for both religious and political reasons. From the standpoint of religion, it is both presumptuous and idolatrous to claim that one’s political opinions are endorsed by God. From the standpoint of politics, such a claim closes debate and forecloses agreement.

If faithful people are to mend broken politics, the first step should be to resist the temptation to confuse religion with topical issues and turn belief into political platforms. But that’s only the first step. Far more important than trying to influence any specific governmental policy is changing the tone of American politics, bridging differences rather than widening them—in short, making what is now a dysfunctional system workable. This healing ministry, not issue advocacy, can and should be the special gift of religion to America.

I’m not alone in my reluctance to identify political positions with religious beliefs. In their book American Grace, eminent scholars Robert Putnam and David Campbell have used public opinion surveys to show that the linkage of faith and politics by the religious right has led to a dramatic withdrawal by young adults from both formal religion and conservative politics.

So it is not my objective to persuade readers that their faith should compel them to be liberals or conservatives, Democrats or Republicans. To the contrary, my conviction that religion and politics are very different realms as well as the need to restore civility to public discourse lead me to a key point. Good and faithful people can vigorously champion opposing views on the most hotly contested issues of our time. Indeed, honoring the motives and the right of good people to disagree with one another is not just important, it is essential.

Instead of advancing a polemic for one ideology or another, my intention is to suggest a general approach religious people might take as they think about politics—broad principles, not specific policies. My hope is that we can join together in a common approach while honoring our differences on the issues of the day.

I believe there are four fundamental concepts that faithful people can agree on, regardless of their party affiliation or where they are on the liberal/conservative spectrum. If these principles were to become major themes advanced in our congregations, from our pulpits and by believers, I am convinced that religion would make an important contribution to public discourse, and that we would go a long way toward mending broken politics. The four broad principles are these:


1. We should insist that politics remain in its proper place. It is not the realm of absolute truth and it is not the battleground of good and evil. Faithful people worship God. They do not worship political parties or ideologies. Certainly, politics is important and is worth doing well, but the exaggerated claims of politicians that their favored policies will miraculously solve our problems create exaggerated expectations, and perpetually disappointed expectations create public cynicism. Against overwrought rhetoric of talking heads and radio personalities, our message should be, “Cool it.” Our opponents are not our enemies.

2. We should be advocates for the common good. The framers of our Constitution were realistic in their understanding that politics consists of groups advancing their own interests, and they created a system of checks and balances to offset competing interests against one another. However, our first four presidents believed that the success of America would depend on citizens who did more than look after themselves. Besides promoting our own interests, it is important for Americans to advance the common good. Our early presidents called dedication to the common good “virtue.” The concept of virtue was based on republican principles, not religion, and without a religious foundation it disappeared as a guiding principle for the nation. Today, politics consists of a competition of economic interests (more benefits or less taxes) plus ideologies largely reflecting those interests (more government or less government). Because the essence of religion is that the self is not the center of the universe, and because the model of Christianity is sacrificial love, religion can restore the lost principle that there is a higher good than the self.

3. We should be a unifying force, working to bind America together. One need only read the daily newspaper to know the power of religion to destroy countries; witness the violent confrontation of Sunni and Shiite Muslims in Iraq. Since our earliest days, Americans have been wary of how religion can divide us, and we have seen its divisive power at points in our history. But religion should have just the opposite effect. The words “religion” and “ligament” come from the same root meaning “to bind together.” Jesus prayed for unity among his followers “that they may be one” (John 17:21), and the Epistle to the Colossians teaches that in Christ “all things hold together” (Colossians 1:17). Paul said that in Christ, God reconciled the world to himself, and entrusted to us the message of reconciliation (2 Corinthians 5:19). A fundamental premise of this book is that overcoming estrangement is the responsibility of faithful people and that God has entrusted us with the ministry of reconciliation. Because this is so, we should seek ways to make our ministry a practical reality.

4. We should advocate political compromise, and make the case that the spirit of compromise is consistent with our faith. There is tremendous pressure from party activists, media personalities, and interest groups for politicians to take uncompromising stands on issues such as taxes and spending, but workable politics is the art of compromise, and the result of inflexible positions is gridlock. Faithful people, who do not think of politics in terms of absolutes, can be a counterpressure to those who pull politicians toward the ideological poles.


Focusing on the ministry of reconciliation helps us to see clearly the epicenter of broken politics and our role as a people in widening or healing that break. The epicenter is Congress where I served for eighteen years, that branch of government that in principle enables us to address our differences and live together, but in practice is dysfunctional.

When we think about the Constitution, our attention is usually on the first ten Amendments and their protections of our individual liberties. Those protections constitute an essential American value, but they aren’t the totality of the Constitution. The body of the Constitution furthers a different and also essential value, that of holding together in one nation a diverse and often fractious people. That is why the Preamble begins with the words “We the people,” as opposed to “I the individual.” Directing our attention beyond the individual to our common life together is both an American and a religious enterprise. This value of creating one out of many was contested and finally upheld by the Civil War.

The principal mechanism the framers of the Constitution devised for holding together a diverse nation was Congress. It would be the branch of government most responsive to the variety of interests that made up America. Congress would be where we would advance our competing causes, find balance, and work out how to proceed as a nation. Congress would determine the federal government’s policy on taxes, spending, war, and peace. For James Madison, the more interests engaged in making public policy the better. The aim wasn’t that any interest would necessarily prevail on an issue, but that all would be heard, all would be welcome in the political process. If all would have the opportunity to participate in decision making, all would share allegiance to the structure that made their participation possible.

Today’s controversies differ from those of the late eighteenth century. Slavery no longer divides us, and living in large or small states is of little matter. But we are now a much larger and more diverse country and our political controversies remain intense. The need for a functioning Congress is as great as ever, and therein lies the problem. Congress doesn’t work. It isn’t a place to present our causes and resolve our differences, so it isn’t serving its constitutional purpose of holding America together.

Later, we will consider some institutional causes of Congress’s dysfunction, including excessive use of the filibuster and unwillingness to vote on controversial issues. But the main culprit behind our broken government isn’t the 535 members who serve in Washington; it’s the public to whom the members respond. We are the culprits when we are so intent on getting our way and so certain of our ideology that we really don’t want a structure where others are heard and differences are resolved, and we let our politicians know it. It is to us as citizens and to our intransigence that religion most powerfully speaks.

—

An obvious question is: Whose religion do I mean when discussing religion and politics? I am a Christian, and many of my references will perhaps have more meaning to Christian readers than to others. But my basic thoughts about the transcendence of God over politics, the centrality of the Love Commandment, and the role of religion in connecting us with one another are not uniquely Christian. Indeed, in my experience some of the people who have done the best job of living out the principles I suggest are Jews. So I hope that my own effort to work out the relevance of faith to politics will be helpful to citizens of different faiths as well as competing politics.
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The goal of the ministry of reconciliation is to bind us together. Politics, when it functions as the Constitution provides, is the means of holding together a diverse nation. To that extent, there is overlap between the goal of religion and the practice of politics. But the two are very different realms, which was a lesson I learned in my 1982 reelection campaign for the Senate.

Toward the end of that campaign, I thought it was over. I had the desperate feeling that I was going to lose, as though my whole career was ending when I was only forty-six. In the month before election day, my opponent, Harriett Woods, had closed a fifteen-point gap and clearly had momentum on her side. I had cruised through my reelection campaign content with feel-good commercials, flattering myself that I had done a superb job in my first term as a U.S. senator, and convinced that my grateful constituents appreciated my service and would overwhelmingly return me to office. In a matter of hours, new polling numbers had turned my confidence into panic.

It wasn’t just the sense that I was going to lose an election. I had done that before when, as a thirty-four-year-old challenger, I had nearly upset the revered three-term incumbent senator Stuart Symington. Then, losing wasn’t so terrible, because few thought that I had any chance of winning, and many agreed that in retaining the office of state attorney general, I had a political future. This time it would be different. This time it would be the end. I was about to get the boot. In my mind’s eye, hundreds of thousands of Missourians would set their alarm clocks and rush to the polls at daybreak for the express purpose of getting rid of me.

I ended up winning reelection by a narrow margin, but my anxiety was not lost on my family, which did its best to comfort me. Most memorable were the well-meaning words of my then fifteen-year-old daughter, D.D., who in the depths of my despair said matter-of-factly, “Well, it’s not the World Series.”

D.D.’s reassurance was touching and funny, and it also held a deeper meaning for me and, I hope, for all of us: It’s important to keep politics in its proper place.

That autumn of 1982, my idea of politics lacked any sense of proportion. I started the campaign with a wildly exaggerated idea of what a marvelous job I had done in the Senate and how much I deserved the admiration of my constituents. Abruptly, this inflated self-esteem turned to the conviction that I would be humiliated and what made my life worthwhile was about to end. It was all about Jack. In hindsight, both my self-esteem and my self-pity seem so out of touch with reality as to be ridiculous.

Thankfully, even the most partisan political activists are not as wacky as I was during that long-ago campaign. Still, in our exuberance in victory and our despair in defeat, in our conviction that elections are momentous and that either deliverance is at hand or the end is near, our approach to politics can be overwrought.

It’s important to keep things in perspective. Politics isn’t the World Series. And politics certainly isn’t religion. Religion can enrich politics, which should be the aim of faithful people. But politics and religion are different realms. Jesus made this clear when he answered whether it was lawful to pay taxes to the oppressive Roman Empire. Yes, he replied, people have a responsibility to support government by taxes, even to support the occupying power of Rome, but the things of Caesar are not the things of God. Politics isn’t religion. We should remember this as we consider why politics can’t replace religion and what religious people can bring to politics.

Politics is a mixture of principle and practicality, of public service and personal ambition. It calls for the considered judgment of officeholders and their dutiful attention to popular opinion, and it requires a balancing of conflicting interests of citizens. Its legislative work product is often excessively complex, with consequences that are usually uncertain and frequently unintended. At its best, politics can make life a little better; always it purports to do so; sometimes it does the opposite. Legislating is, as many have pointed out, like making sausage. It is messy, and what is messy may deserve our appreciation, but never our devotion.

Politics has gotten seriously off track because we, its practitioners, its activists, and its pundits, have pushed it there. We have turned it in a direction where it does not belong, a place of overblown promises and breathless alarm, of certainty that while there are two sides to every question, one side is absolutely right and the other is absolutely wrong. And we hold on to our notion of what is right with unshakable tenacity. Hence uncompromising politicians and bombastic commentators. Hence broken politics. If faithful people are to help fix broken politics, it is essential that we have a clear understanding of what politics is and that we offer America a clear statement of what it is not.

A famous description of politics at its best was given by British philosopher and statesman Edmund Burke in his 1774 “Speech to the Electors of Bristol at the Conclusion of the Poll.” It answers a question frequently asked of me by high school students: “When you are in the Senate, do you vote your own conscience or the will of the people?” Burke wrote:


It ought to be the happiness and glory of a representative to live in the strictest union, the closest correspondence, and the most unreserved communication with his constituents. Their wishes ought to have great weight with him; their opinion, high respect; their business, unremitted attention. It is his duty to sacrifice his repose, his pleasures, his satisfactions, to theirs; and above all, ever, and in all cases, to prefer their interest
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