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This book is dedicated with love and respect

to all those persons who have sought to be courageous

in the face of violence and faithful in the midst of oppression.






If I speak in the tongues of mortals and of angels, but do not have love, I am a noisy gong or a clanging cymbal. And if I have prophetic powers, and understand all mysteries and all knowledge, and if I have all faith, so as to remove mountains, but do not have love, I am nothing. If I give away all my possessions, and if I hand over my body so that I may boast, but do not have love, I gain nothing.

—1 CORINTHIANS 13:1–3
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Preface



My purpose in writing this book is to awaken the conscience of average, ordinary, common folks within the United States to do above-average, extraordinary, and uncommon things to insure a future for our fragile planet. I am attempting to give people hope that we still have time to change our attitudes and retool our thinking, to restore and recover what our founders had in mind when they shaped our Constitution and Bill of Rights, calling America to higher moral standards than the rest of the world.

I am especially interested in inspiring and challenging what I call “Middle Church, Middle Synagogue, Middle Mosque”—the many millions of faithful people who do not always connect their spiritual values with political issues and whose voices are, as a result, often drowned out by the far religious right. This faithful majority must have the courage to confront their government when it makes bad decisions and have enough confidence in their own judgment not to believe unquestioningly the “expert” political leaders, who most Americans assume know more than they do. My goal is to challenge them to read deeply their entire religious texts, to discover God’s prophetic call to all of humanity, and to work collaboratively and be faithful stewards of our limited resources.

After forty-five years as pastor and politician, I hope this book helps restore passion for recovering America’s moral values. At the same time, I hope it will help move us beyond private piety issues like abortion, homosexuality, and civil marriage to the more important fundamental moral values of ending poverty, healing a broken planet, and seeking nonviolent and peaceful solutions to the world’s global conflicts. My pastoral experience calls me to urgently speak a word of hope in the midst of despair. My political experience calls me to urgently confront injustice, insensitivity, and insecurity in the wake of 9/11.

Fear, fundamentalism, and the Fox Broadcasting Company must not be allowed to set the agenda for our nation.

To achieve peace, the end of poverty, and the healing of planet Earth in America and around the world must be our immediate moral agenda.

This book suggests a framework for rethinking our role as a superpower with integrity and humility. It calls us to a higher sense of morality and helps reaffirm the United States as a model nation, respecting religious pluralism, and civil and human rights. It moves us away from being the nation the terrorists of 9/11 accused us of being. It challenges each of us to accept responsibility for being a part of the solution. And it asks God to remind us all of our common humanity, common values, and common sense on what is right.

In this book, I suppose you will find me to be a liberal. But remember what President John F. Kennedy said about being liberal: “If by a liberal they mean someone who looks ahead and not behind, someone who welcomes new ideas without rigid reactions, someone who cares about the welfare of the people—their health, their housing, their schools, their jobs, their civil rights, and their civil liberties…If that is what they mean by a ‘liberal,’ then I’m proud to say I’m a liberal.” I own that definition!








Introduction



One cold February day during my senior year of seminary, I did a controversial and, to some people, even radical thing: I boarded a bus and rode to Washington, D.C., to hear a Baptist preacher deliver a sermon on politics.

Like many others, I had read about his views and activities in the newspaper. I knew he preached against the decay of values in public life, and I knew he was often condemned for mixing politics and religion. His critics believed a clergyman had no business preaching about politics from the pulpit. Some feigned concern about the separation of church and state, but I think they were more opposed to the substance of his message than the fact that a minister was delivering it. He never called on the government to impose his Christian views. He simply spoke from his heart, and his heart and his faith were inseparable. He evaluated public policy according to his beliefs about right and wrong, and those beliefs were grounded in his Christianity. Faith led him to the conclusion that America was a morally sick nation that was ignoring Jesus’ teachings, and in calling our society to account, in judging the policies of his country according to the principles of his faith, he threatened the familiarity and ease of the status quo. And, like so many messengers of faith who challenge our comfort too closely, he was denounced and vilified.

I was not troubled by the idea of a minister preaching politics from the pulpit, any more than I would discourage a rabbi or imam from delivering sermons that connect their religious values to public policy. I believe in the separation of church and state, but not in the separation of people of faith and institutions of government. What is politics, if not the highest expression of our moral feelings as a people? If discussion of morality is banished from the pulpit, then where is it permissible to speak about right and wrong? I had been a pastor of my own church since age nineteen, and I always felt the pulpit marked the beginning, not the boundaries, of ministry. So when a friend called and told me there would be a gathering of religious leaders in Washington who were concerned about the detachment between public policy and moral belief, I was intrigued enough to attend.

It was a clear day in Washington, bitterly cold but brilliantly sunny. As I leaned over the balcony rail from the upper level of the New York Avenue Presbyterian Church, the preacher we had come to hear walked up the center aisle. It was one of those profound experiences that imprints itself on one’s memory in the form of general feelings rather than specifics. I cannot recall his words, only that his voice seemed to fill every space in the church, that he was earnest and unafraid, and that he was able to challenge America’s moral failings without seeming judgmental or alienating. For him, the Gospels formed a seamless tapestry with current events, and he was unafraid to speak of both in terms of right and wrong.

It was a scene that might be repeated in many a church today, with a Jerry Falwell railing against homosexuals, a Pat Robertson endorsing tax cuts, or a Franklin Graham denigrating Islam and proclaiming Christianity to be the one, true American faith. But these were not the voices that called me to ministry or inspired me to political activism. The preacher in the pulpit on that cold but clear February day in 1968 was a thirty-nine-year-old Georgia-raised Baptist named Martin Luther King, Jr.

The occasion was a meeting of Clergy and Laymen Concerned About the Vietnam War. His topics—poverty and peace—may seem somewhat foreign to observers of contemporary politics but should be familiar to any student of scripture. Today those issues have disappeared from too many pulpits, replaced by narrow issues of personal piety.

More than thirty-five years after a Baptist preacher from the Deep South first inspired me to political action, it is time for mainstream Americans—the people I call “Middle Church,” “Middle Synagogue,” and “Middle Mosque,” who may disagree sincerely on questions of personal piety but who can come together on many issues on which our three faiths are so clear—to reclaim our faith and restore it to its proper and historic place in our nation’s unfolding story: as a force for justice, peace, the poor, and for the health of our fragile planet.

 

The Bible mentions abortion not once, homosexuality only twice, and poverty or peace more than two thousand times. Yet somehow abortion and homosexuality have become the litmus tests of faith in public life today. Those with different ideas about them, or even those who simply believe religion is about far more, are routinely dismissed as un-Christian, unfaithful, even un-American. The politics of faith have been co-opted in the service of a political agenda defined by fascination with war, indifference toward poverty, and exploitation of God’s creation for the benefit of a relative few.

It is time for Middle Church—an umbrella term I use to refer to mainstream people of all faiths—to stand up to the far religious right and to embrace Christianity no less sincerely. The classic, historical Christianity practiced by Middle Church is far more authentic than the narrow religious expression of most radical right-wing religious leaders. We in Middle Church, Middle Synagogue, and Middle Mosque are not secularists who wish to banish God from the public square. We are people of faith whose traditions lead us to work for peace and care for the poor.

The far religious right is fond of condemning homosexuality because they say the Scripture is immutable and its words are literal. I do not mean by this the many good people of faith who espouse conservative political views, but the far right, who are increasingly intolerant of dissent and whose influence in Washington has grown beyond measure. I do not personally believe God stopped talking to us with the final word in the book of Revelation. As a pastor, the services I led always included readings from the Old Testament, the New Testament, and what I call the “Now Testament.” I did so because I believe if we listen, we can hear the divine in the words of people like King, Gandhi, or William Sloane Coffin, the mentor who invited me to Washington that day in 1968. But if scriptural literalism is to be the test of morality in public life, then I welcome the discussion that ensues.

I opposed the war in Iraq, for “a harvest of righteousness is sown in peace for those who make peace,” according to the Epistle of James (James 3:18). I believe in environmental preservation because God placed Adam in the Garden of Eden “to till it and keep it,” Genesis 2:15 reminds us, and I believe God’s gift of “dominion” over the land was an invitation to steward God’s creation. My faith cannot condone imprisoning suspected terrorists in deplorable conditions for unlimited durations without being charged with a crime or being given access to attorneys, for “justice, and only justice you shall pursue,” God commands the Israelites in Deuteronomy 16:20. And most of all, I believe we must end poverty, heal sickness, and embrace the outcasts among us because the essence of faith is contained in Jesus’ words in the Gospel of Matthew, words whose lesson is found in similar terms in other traditions, from Judaism to Islam:

for I was hungry and you gave me food, I was thirsty and you gave me something to drink, I was a stranger and you welcomed me, I was naked and you gave me clothing, I was sick and you took care of me, I was in prison and you visited me…. Truly I tell you, just as you did it to one of the least of these who are members of my family, you did it to me. (Matthew 25:35–36, 40—New Revised Standard Version [NRSV])


In these words and similar lessons in other traditions there is common ground on which Middle Church can meet. But to do so, we must broaden what faith means beyond the narrow confines of personal piety to encompass concern for the least of these our brothers and sisters. For this is the tradition of faith in public life. Religious leaders led the movement to abolish slavery, to enfranchise women, and to achieve civil rights for all Americans. It is those in the model of Jerry Falwell and Pat Robertson, Tom DeLay and George W. Bush who are the aberration. Those who favor preemptive war and regressive tax cuts, who oppose welfare, and environmental protection.

I do not doubt their sincerity. George W. Bush speaks eloquently of his own conversion, and I deeply respect how he harnessed faith to transform his life. During the 2000 presidential campaign, the intelligentsia ridiculed President Bush when he said his favorite political philosopher was Jesus. I might have given exactly the same answer. But there are times when I wonder whether he read the entire Bible, for his agenda does not square with the faith tradition I have preached as a United Methodist minister, nor is it compatible with Judaism and Islam as I understand them.

Faith and salvation are about more than our individual relationship with God. In the Bible, Jesus’ ministry is focused on other people, and it occurs most often in settings of community, not solitude. He is always with the poor and the lepers, always walking among the people, and by defining morality according to how we treat “the least of these,” he called us to communal action, not just individual prayer. I deeply respect strains of Christianity that place profound emphasis on salvation and eternity. I admit that I do not give much thought to the afterlife personally, if only because I am keeping plenty busy here on Earth and I trust God to sort out eternity. The promise of heaven and the threat of hell were simply not central themes in the faith tradition I was taught. But all people of faith can agree that there is work to do in this world, no matter what we believe awaits us on the other side. There is too much that is broken in our world to rest our souls on a theology of waiting.

It has become fashionable on the far religious right to describe America as a “Christian nation.” But I cannot accept that idea, and neither can my Christian faith. America is a nation founded on the principle of respect for all faith traditions, and Christianity is a tradition rooted in tolerance and respect for those unlike ourselves. “Let mutual love continue. Do not neglect to show hospitality to strangers, for by doing that some have entertained angels without knowing it,” we read in Hebrews 13:1–2, and if an angel comes wrapped in a Jew’s prayer shawl or kneeling on a Muslim’s prayer rug, I do not want to miss his or her message.

Even those who believe in pluralism and tolerance are quick to accept the cliché that God has singled out America for a special mission, a claim increasingly employed to advocate empire. But faith teaches us to walk humbly with God, and there is a tragic arrogance in the belief that America has achieved a superior status conferred from on high. Why would God single out America among the nations? Because we have the most money? Surely not; it was Jesus who said it was easier for a camel to pass through the eye of a needle than for a rich man to enter the gates of heaven. Does God value America more because we are strong enough to impose our will on others, even though we have achieved that strength at the expense of aching human needs? My faith is rooted in the power of example, not the power of arms. How is it possible to reconcile a religion based on turning the other cheek with a doctrine that authorizes preemptive war? I love my country and I believe it is an extraordinary, special place. Patriotism is noble, but it is not divine. I believe God has a special mission for everyone who recognizes God’s presence, whether born in America or Africa. And I believe in working collaboratively and with the help of the Holy Spirit to fix what is broken in the world and to care for all our brothers and sisters.

That is not to say I believe personal morality and self-restraint are unimportant. My wife, Merle, whom I married at age twenty-one, has been putting up with me for forty-two years, during which time one of her most important jobs has been keeping me from becoming a stuffed shirt. I’m not especially offended by dirty jokes or cursing, but I prefer not to communicate that way myself. (I’m more partial to puns that evoke groans rather than laughs.) I believe in the First Amendment, but I wish hotels would stop selling in-room pornography. And I’m very decidedly offended by the coarsening of our culture, the growing ease with which we employ epithets and insults, especially of a racial or ethnic character, and I deplore the casual familiarity of sex and violence on television and in the movies.

These are all measures of our morality. But so are hunger, illiteracy, disease, war, and environmental degradation.

In the face of these challenges, how can our faith condone leaders who ignore and even exacerbate such problems simply because they take a hard line on questions of personal piety that merit but a few mentions in the Bible? And even more important, can Middle Church be distracted from these urgent needs and our common concern for them by our narrow disagreements on what the Bible clearly regards, at the very best, as ancillary issues? As one individual Christian, I hope our society ends its discrimination against homosexuals and embraces them with love. I believe abortion should remain each woman’s choice. But just as fervently, I hope that the many sincere people of faith who disagree with me on those issues will remember the vast common ground—those two thousand references to poverty and peace—that unites us.

Does that mean I am exhorting people of faith to embrace any particular political agenda? Of course not. As the general secretary of the National Council of the Churches of Christ in the USA, an ecumenical organization representing forty-five million Christians belonging to thirty-five different denominations, I am often asked to provide commentary on the role of faith in American life. As a former Democratic congressman, I tend to be pigeonholed as the “religious liberal.” I’m not fond of labels, but I’m not ashamed of that one either, as I said earlier. Interviewers often ask me what Jesus would think of American politics today. I imagine they expect me to say Jesus would be a liberal and caucus with the Democrats. To be sure, I think he’d sooner vote for better child care than punitive welfare reform, and I’m pretty sure he’d be more likely to support more generous Medicaid benefits than to advocate cutting them. And somehow I just can’t conjure an image of Jesus pleading for tax cuts at the top income bracket. After all, the only thing I can remember Jesus saying about taxes was to pay them.

But I don’t believe Jesus would be a Democrat or a Republican. I suspect he would be as impatient with political labels as he would be with religious denominational ones. When I wonder what Jesus would say about our politics and how we treat the least of these in our community, I simply think of the words in the Gospel of John, chapter 11, verse 35, “Jesus wept.”

There is a parable in the Gospel of Luke, chapter 5:1–11, in which Jesus comes upon a group of fishermen who have been casting their nets in a lake but catching nothing. One of the Bible’s fascinating mysteries is that we do not know what Jesus says to the gathered crowd when he steps into the boats. We only know what he advises the fishermen to do. “Put out into the deep water,” Jesus tells them, “and let down your nets for a catch.” Soon, their nets are filled to bursting. The lesson is clear: We need the courage to venture into the deep waters, where the currents are rougher and success is less certain.

Leaders of the radical religious right are fond of saying that Christians are persecuted. This is their answer, it sometimes seems, anytime others disagree with them. The statement itself is somewhere between laughable and absurd, but the problem, I believe, is deeper. Christians like the Beatitudes. “Blessed are the peacemakers” is a favorite. So is “Blessed are the meek.” But we tend to omit one of the most important: “Blessed are those who are persecuted for righteousness’ sake.” I believe the problem with Christianity today is that we are not persecuted enough, we do not risk enough, we do not offend enough. Politicians on the far right treat churches as theaters for applause, not forums for challenge. But Jesus did not change the world by assembling an audience of thousands. He had a staff of twelve, and even one of them didn’t work out so well.

I like the story of the bishop whose church was destroyed in a fire. Everywhere he went after the fire, he was known as “the bishop of the church that burned down.” One day, he told the story of being given that label and announced from the pulpit, “From now on, I want to be ‘the bishop of the church on fire.’” That’s what Middle Church, the faithful religious center, needs. We need to venture into the deep waters, into the deep currents, with passionate fire for justice in our hearts!

That trip to Washington was one of the first times I risked going out into the deep water. When we disembarked at the New York Avenue Presbyterian Church, we encountered a group of protestors. Their picket line was led by Reverend Carl McIntyre, the Jerry Falwell of his day, who was waving a placard proclaiming “Kill a Commie for Christ’s Sake!” I was shocked and revolted but I felt something else stirring within me, perhaps for the first time as a young man. I felt courage. Courage is what we need for mainstream people of faith to reclaim the political center.

There is only one more thing to say about that day in February 1968. Five weeks after it, Martin Luther King, Jr., was shot dead on a hotel balcony. Among the mixture of emotions I felt when I heard the news, amid the anguish and the anger, was a realization: For so much of the 1960s, we sat around waiting for leaders to arise. Today, many people from the left to the center resort to old excuses for apathy: No one is leading us. The system is impure. Politicians are imperfect. They are excuses we can’t afford.

Another one of my life’s most powerful lessons came on the day I was sworn into Congress. Little more than a year earlier, I had become disgusted with Watergate and the seemingly never-ending Vietnam War. I looked up “Democratic Party” in the phone book and the next thing I knew I was running for Congress. I called a press conference to announce my candidacy, and one reporter and one photographer showed up. A couple of weeks later, the picture of the event appeared under the headline of the adjoining story: “Youth to Testify at Aunt’s Murder Trial.”

When I raised the idea of running for Congress with Merle, she laughed at first, then told me I could do whatever I wanted as long as she didn’t have to make any speeches and I didn’t borrow any money. We were plenty busy with our three young children—Rob, who was eight, five-year-old David, and Andrew, bringing up the rear at two years old. Between family life, my work as a minister, and Merle’s job as a nurse, there seemed to be precious little time to campaign. The whole thing was a long shot that would have made Don Quixote proud. I was supposed to lose the primary by a landslide, then I was supposed to lose the general election by even more, and somehow I won by nineteen thousand votes. On election night, Merle’s comment to the press was “I don’t care who he is, he still has to take out the trash.” My high school guidance counselor attended my swearing-in. He was the same man who, having seen my SAT scores and undistinguished high school grades, made the perfectly defensible recommendation that I skip college. “This either says something about you, Bob,” he said, “or it says something about Congress.” It was the second half of the sentence that was right. As I looked around on the House floor that day—intimidated by the presence of legends who a year earlier I had been watching on television—it suddenly dawned on me that they weren’t any smarter than I was. And trust me, I’m not any smarter than you.

In many ways, my life has been a series of “Forrest Gump” moments at which I somehow find myself in the middle of places or events that seem bigger than I am. I met Dr. King just before he died and a decade later, as a member of the House Select Committee on Assassinations, I met James Earl Ray, the man who ended King’s life. After serving twelve years in the House—enough for anybody—I made an unsuccessful run for the U.S. Senate from Pennsylvania. Just as I was trying to figure out what to do with my life, the provost of Swarthmore College asked whether I’d like to spend six months as the Visiting Professor for Issues of Social Change. I was wrapping up that adventure when my old colleague Senator Paul Simon asked me to join his presidential campaign as finance director. Paul was a wonderfully down-to-earth man who would have made an extraordinary president, but the people never quite got enough of a glimpse of him to see that. That campaign fizzled, and I signed on as head of the Committee for National Security, an independent organization working for nuclear disarmament.

I was enjoying that job when a Republican businessman from California, Mark Lee, called to say he was coming to Washington and wanted to have lunch. I knew he had supported my Senate campaign in Pennsylvania out of frustration with the increasingly far-right tendencies of his party. What I didn’t know was that he was on the board of trustees of a United Methodist seminary called Claremont School of Theology that had just endured a series of financial scandals and was now in serious trouble. Mark was on the search committee looking for a new president. At exactly the same time, I had begun applying to a small handful of religious colleges that were looking for new presidents. I felt too many religious colleges were trying to imitate the exclusivity of Harvard and Yale rather than provide opportunities for young people who possessed what I considered the most important credential, a passionate desire to serve humanity through the ministry. More often, the credentials schools counted most were academic qualifications like GPAs and College Board scores. I felt strongly that test scores rarely tell the whole story of a person’s life. After all, Colin Powell and I had the same abysmal College Board scores and we turned out all right. Claremont, whose students were primarily adults turning to the ministry later in life, fit the bill perfectly. I took the job, and Merle and I headed out west.

I managed to stick with that job for a whole decade, during which we stopped Claremont’s financial hemorrhaging and launched several innovative educational programs that trained aspiring ministers not simply to contemplate theological questions but to engage actively in their communities. In the fall of 1999, I stepped into my office one day and saw a little pink While You Were Out slip. “Please call Father Leonid Kishkovsky,” it said. I had never heard of him, and I have to admit I didn’t return the call right away. When we finally connected, he explained that he was a priest of the Orthodox Church in America, one of the member communions of the National Council of Churches, headquartered in New York City.

I knew vaguely what the Council was, but its heyday had been its participation in the civil rights struggles of the 1950s and 1960s, and I, like most people, had not paid much attention to the group since then. Now, Father Kishkovsky explained, the Council was facing a financial crisis of its own, a severe deficit that threatened a revolt among the member communions, and was looking for a new general secretary. My work at Claremont had apparently gotten me a reputation as a turnaround specialist, and he wondered whether I would meet with their search committee.

I felt I had done all I could at Claremont, and Merle and I now had grandchildren back east. Not long after I met with the search committee, I attended a dinner in Colorado for deans and presidents of seminaries. One seminary president who had also been considered for the general secretary’s job gave a thirty-minute commentary about the Council’s woes, waxing eloquently and lengthily about what a terrible organization it had become. After he finished, I sauntered up to his table.

“I really appreciate this briefing,” I said, “because I just said ‘yes’ to being general secretary.” Everyone laughed!

And the rest is history—or ongoing history, because the story of my life is still unfolding. But one moral is already clear: If an ordinary kid like me can stumble into opportunities like these, anyone can. We all have the power to make a difference. God never looks to the rich and powerful. In my tradition, Jesus came to us through a poor and homeless mother, and the disciples he attracted were fishermen, carpenters, and tax collectors. Judaism’s prophets were ordinary people. “Woe is me! I am lost, for I am a man of unclean lips,” Isaiah protested upon his call, an excuse God rejected for him and will not accept for any of us (Isaiah 6:5). Mohammed was a humble merchant before he became a prophet.

God is calling each of us, I believe, to be modern-day prophets, to care for the least of these, to work for peace, to preserve God’s creation. To accomplish those goals, we must reclaim the mantle of faith from those who have co-opted it. For America’s faithful majority, the millions of us who are eager to reassert the values of compassion and peace and preservation in public life, we are the leaders we’ve been waiting for. And our moment is now. The year before he died, Reverend King wrote:

We are now faced with the fact that tomorrow is today. In this unfolding conundrum of life and history, there is such a thing as being too late. Procrastination is still the thief of time. Life often leaves us bare, naked, and dejected with lost opportunity. The tide in the affairs of humanity does not remain at the flood, it ebbs. We may cry out desperately for time to pause in her passage, but time is deaf to every plea and rushes on. Over the bleached bones and jumbled residues of numerous civilizations, are written the pathetic words “too late.”…We still have a choice today: nonviolent coexistence or violent co-annihilation. This may well be humankind’s last chance to choose between chaos and community.


For the sake of our faiths, our country, our world, we, the faithful majority of Middle Church, Middle Synagogue, and Middle Mosque, must courageously embrace the fierce urgency of now.









Chapter 1

The Two Churches: Faith Based on

Love—or Faith Grounded in Fear?




Beloved, let us love one another, because love is from God; everyone who loves is born of God and knows God.

—1 JOHN 4:7

If Christian people work together, they can succeed during this decade in winning back control of the institutions that have been taken from them over the past seventy years. Expect confrontations that will be not only unpleasant but at times physically bloody.

—PAT ROBERTSON




St. Paul’s call to ministry was a lot more dramatic than mine, which might explain why his name is always preceded by “Saint,” whereas the nicest thing I’ve ever been called is “Pastor Bob.” “Hey you” and “Bob who?” are a lot more frequent. Well, maybe that’s not the only difference between Paul and me, but it’s one of them. Paul was traveling to Damascus when the full light and glory of God zapped him right there on the road and called him to a life of ministry and service. Growing up in the Philadelphia suburbs, my call was a little slower and a lot more subtle. In my early childhood, we took the Chester Bus Line from Springfield to Landsdowne, where we went to church on Sunday mornings. This route wasn’t exactly the road to Damascus, but it worked for me.

My parents weren’t churchgoing people. For a few years after we moved to Springfield, Delaware County, from Yeadon, my mother would take us by bus back to Lansdowne United Methodist Church. Each Sunday, we got off the bus at the corner of Baltimore Pike and Lansdowne Avenue and walked up Lansdowne Avenue to the church. I have a few vague memories of my mother singing in the choir and I recall a few words being spoken from the pulpit, too. It wasn’t until much later, however, that I realized the man speaking them, the Reverend Dr. John McKelvey, was a highly educated and prominent preacher. I believe God speaks to each of us in a voice we can hear. For Paul, it was the light and glory on the road to Damascus. For many of the grown-ups in Lansdowne, I’m sure it was Dr. McKelvey’s inspiring words. But the Lord sure knows how to speak to first- and second-graders, because my most vivid memories of those early churchgoing days are of fruit juice and cookies. That was enough to get me and my older brother, Ralph, hooked.

Not long after my parents bought their first house in Springfield, the bus ride back to Lansdowne became a burden. We then started attending a new local church that met on Sunday mornings in a nearby elementary school gymnasium. I remember vividly that the pastor, Reverend George Mamourian, preached Sunday after Sunday from a lectern located directly underneath the basketball net. I fantasized every Sunday morning about whether I could sink a basket from wherever I was sitting. Within a year or two, the church moved out of the elementary school and into a new and more modern building of its own. My father worked the 3 P.M.-to-1 A.M. shift for General Electric for thirty-seven years, so Sunday mornings became one of the only times my parents could be together. They woke up Ralph and me each Sunday morning, got us dressed, and we waited for a church leader who lived up the road to come by in her station wagon, honk the horn at the end of our driveway, and give us a ride to church.

I can’t identify one moment when I felt called to ministry. Looking back, though, “a still, small voice,” the same kind God used to speak to the prophet Elijah, was welling up inside me. Early in life, it took the form of church being my social milieu, the place where Ralph and I hung out on weekends to laugh and play. Gradually, almost imperceptibly, church just became a place that felt like home, like where I was supposed to be, like an extension of home. And I’ll let you in on a secret, as long as you close the door, draw the shades and promise never to tell another minister that I admitted this: Sometimes, just every once in a while, maybe every other blue moon, church was—and here you have to imagine me whispering like I was sharing a state secret, like a Red Sox fan confessing my undercover loyalty to the New York Yankees—boring. Except…

Except on those occasions, often in summer camp or Vacation Bible School, when I encountered young, progressive ministers imbued with a passion for changing the world. There was Charlie Lobb, a pastor with a quick wit and a wonderful way of telling stories that brought the needs of real people to life. It was Charlie who first came up to me one day at camp and challenged me to think about a life in the ministry. Reverend Bill Cherry, another camp counselor, once told us a story of heaven and hell that removed those concepts from the frightening tones in which they were typically presented.

“Imagine the most pleasurable place you’d ever want to be,” he said in an exaggeratedly flowing voice, “a place where everything is green and the flowers are growing and the water flows and the sun is shining. Think of a place where the birds are chirping and people are walking through a garden. Picture that, picture it. Now picture a dome encapsulating this place, and imagine everything inside that dome being absolutely perfect. That’s heaven. Now imagine lying on top of that dome and looking in. That’s hell.”

These ministers told jokes, they laughed, they made the church come alive in the fabric of who they were, and they opened my eyes to a worldview I had never had before—the possibility of serving others. I had always planned on being a high school football or wrestling coach, and even that seemed like a distant aspiration. But as these young ministers drew the connection for me between the call of personal faith and responsibility to the community and the world, another slow, dripping revelation came to me: With God’s help, I could be a coach, so to speak, in the faith community.

I was always the type who learned better by seeing, touching, and feeling than by reading books or hearing lectures. Encountering the true breaches in God’s creation, the poor and sick, was how I came to feel my call to ministry, a call to fix what was broken in the world. Once, during a Methodist conference, I remember going on a youth “Come See” tour of sites in Philadelphia where Methodist deaconesses were working with the poor. They demonstrated their love for the children and adults they worked with not with words but with their actions. Over the same period, Chester and other Philadelphia neighborhoods were undergoing a steady transformation from working-class and mostly white, to poor and mostly persons of color. The view out of the bus window evolved from middle-class families and picket fences to shuttered storefronts and dilapidated housing. Witnessing poverty carved a deep and lasting impression in my soul, as did this observation: Poor people under the care and ministry of people of faith lived in a reality totally separate, far safer and more fulfilling, than those left to struggle with poverty alone. And that was when I made the connection. My calling to ministry wasn’t to give sermons. It was to make a difference. So I decided to go to college. Drew University turned me down for undergraduate studies, a point of which I was pleased to remind them when, years later, they awarded me an honorary doctorate. Fortunately, Lycoming College in central Pennsylvania had a policy of accepting all students who were committed to a life of ministry, and they liked the fact that I had been a high school wrestler and might wrestle for the school.

My social conscience and religious calling evolved simultaneously, each reinforcing the other. As a young child, my image of God was of an old man with a white beard floating around on clouds. As a young man at Lycoming, I received a letter from Reverend Mamourian, my pastor from back home. “Bob,” he wrote, “it’s now time for you to lift your sights a little broader and a little wider. It’s time for you to see God in the broader context, in the interconnectedness of your spirituality and your social conscience.” In part because of that letter, I moved steadily from a view of spirituality grounded in a literal reading of the scriptures to a broader view of God’s work in the world. That transformation had taken hold by the time I became an ordained elder in the United Methodist Church, with all the rights and privileges appertaining thereto—one of which, incidentally, is that the Methodist bishop is always obliged to give you a job. It’s the best union in the world and a liberating one as well. Often, when I was a member of Congress, my staff would warn me that a controversial vote might cost me the next election. I would simply remind them: “Don’t worry, the bishop will give me a job.”

One of the most remarkable aspects of my childhood exposure to faith was what never, or at least rarely, occurred, as far as I can recall: the sort of hellfire-and-brimstone warnings that we so commonly associate with faith today. Frankly, I just don’t remember hearing all that much about hell or, for that matter, heaven either. We were engaged in the work of the world, and while the afterlife was out there, I developed the general impression that it was, literally and figuratively, God’s turf—he’d figure it out. Meanwhile, however brief our journeys in this life might be, we had work to do.

I don’t mean to suggest we never talked, learned, or read about the concepts of heaven and hell. Of course we did. They’re in the Bible. And yes, we studied the book of Revelation, too. But heaven and hell weren’t really an emphasis, much less the emphasis, of faith. Faith wasn’t transactional; it was never “Do A, B, and C and after you die you’ll get X, Y, and Z.” Faith was about works, and works were about this world. What was right was just plain right, and that’s why you did it—not because you expected a reward or feared a punishment in the next world. Of course, this could all be a case of selective memory, or maybe Reverend McKelvey did rain down a little hellfire and brimstone during his sermons, but I was too busy playing with the other kids in Sunday School to absorb what he was saying. But my wife, Merle, remembers her childhood religious experience the same way, that it had a lot more to do with this world than the next.

For most people of faith—not just in mainline churches but across Middle Church, Middle Synagogue, and Middle Mosque—I believe it remains the same today. But just as former senator and presidential candidate John Edwards spoke of the “two Americas,” there are also “two churches” in America today. Middle Church inspires faith through love; the far religious right seeks to instill faith through fear. This latter group speaks in the stark and strident language of the book of Revelation, of a God of violence and vengeance rather than a God of hope and love. Here’s how Jerry Falwell once put it:

You say what’s going to happen on this earth when the Rapture occurs? You’ll be riding along in an automobile. You’ll be the driver, perhaps. You’re a Christian. There will be several people in the automobile with you, maybe someone who is not a Christian. When the trumpet sounds, you and the other born-again Christians in that automobile will be instantly caught away…Other cars on the highway driven by believers will suddenly be out of control. Stark pandemonium will occur on that highway and on every highway in the world where Christians are caught away from the world.


To be sure, Jerry didn’t create that vision from whole cloth, with the possible exception of what I guess every frustrated commuter could now literally call the traffic jam from hell. The book of Revelation does speak of the Rapture, and the portrait it paints is in fact quite fierce. But it’s equally important to understand that the books of the New Testament are the works of human beings. That does not diminish the divinity of Jesus’ ministry or the beauty of the apostles’ words. Still, theologians have spent centuries interpreting the differing records the apostles give of Jesus’ life, which ought to give us a pretty good clue that not every single word can be taken as literal historical fact. I am not prescribing moral relativism here; the Bible holds us to some pretty high standards, and it’s our job to live up to them. My point is that to understand the Bible’s message, we need to take the whole book into consideration. Once we do, there is ample room to debate the afterlife, but there can’t be any disagreement on this: The central message of Jesus’ ministry was the imperative to love one’s neighbor. Know that, he said, and you understand every other commandment.

Now, I need to be very clear on this next point: The fact that my own faith doesn’t emphasize the afterlife doesn’t mean I condemn the opinions of people who believe differently. I have many, many friends and colleagues who are evangelical Christians and in whose faith the Rapture and its aftermath play a central role. I respect Jerry Falwell’s right to believe as he does, which is not to say I simply tolerate his practice of a faith with which I disagree. I respect, very deeply, his interpretation of faith itself. The last thing I want to be guilty of is doing to the far religious right what they do to the religious left: dismissing them with overbroad labels and personal attacks.

The problem arises when that faith becomes political rather than personal, when it is co-opted for the sake of legislation rather than love. Today, we call the intersection of evangelical Christianity and political conservatism the “religious right.” I reject applying that term to all evangelicals, because I know many whom I would characterize as highly conservative personally but who are nonetheless passionate about, for example, poverty and the environment. But there is a strain of thought that, for lack of a better term, I call the “far religious right.” And somewhere back in the 1970s, not long after I started serving in Congress, the far religious right underwent a civil marriage with political conservatives. People with conservative agendas began bank-rolling religious organizations. The Institute for Religion and Democracy, for example, was founded for the express purpose of attacking the organization I now lead, the National Council of Churches. Its fundraising list reads like a Who’s Who of contemporary conservatism, from Peter Coors, the far-right heir to the Coors Brewing fortune, to Richard Mellon Scaife, the billionaire publisher who financed the witch hunts against President Bill Clinton. Nor was this solely a matter of political conservatives co-opting religious leaders. Preachers like Jerry Falwell and Pat Robertson made the quiet but critical shift from their personal beliefs in, for example, cutting taxes to the suggestion that faith somehow compelled these positions.

While I served in Congress, for example, Falwell’s Moral Majority began rating public officials, presumably on how their votes accorded with his conception of faith. That’s fair enough. But the criteria, on which, again, I’m proud to have scored a flat zero every time, had to do with matters like tax cuts and defense spending. Falwell was therefore in the odd position of trying to square his very literal interpretation of the Bible (which, as I recall, says something about turning the other cheek) with, for example, his zeal for nuclear arms. He once tried to explain away this zeal by teaching that true believers would be spared the devastation of nuclear Armageddon when, as he fully expected, it occurred. As for me, my faith shaped how I viewed political issues, but I no more believe that God endorses my political agenda than I think he would vote for anyone else’s. I’ve never believed that people should agree with me because of my vocation. And given recent political history, I can’t help but recall with a smile that, during my first campaign for Congress, the Republicans began a telephone attack campaign against me. “Did you know,” they would ask in hushed and sinister tones, “that Bob Edgar is a minister?” Evidently, they saw it as an insult. The voters, fortunately, decided it was an asset. Still, I never wore a clerical collar on the floor of Congress because I felt it was inappropriate to do so. I simply tried to do what I thought was right based on a set of beliefs that were, in my own case, indelibly shaped by the influence of spirituality in my life.

But in the case of the radical religious right, that intersection has become far more explicit. Rather than simply informing one’s political belief, the clear implication is that people of faith can believe no other way. The marriage of political conservatism and a particular strain of evangelical Christian thought grounded in a vengeful God has spawned several philosophical implications that remain highly influential in American politics. Evangelical Christianity, for example, strongly emphasizes one’s personal relationship with God as a means of eternal salvation. As I’ve explained, my own conception of our personal relationship with God is different, but that’s not my point here. After all, who am I to say my own interpretation of faith is any more or less valid than anyone else’s? My concern is that when this interpretation of the Bible is exploited for political purposes, it tends—contrary to many evangelicals’ personal beliefs—to emphasize one’s relationship with God at the expense of one’s relationship with other human beings. The result is rampant individualism rather than group responsibility. As my friend Rabbi Jack Moline puts it, the far right tends to see life as a web of personal relationships, a person’s relationship with his property, his gun, and so forth. But it doesn’t place enough value on the character of the community as a whole.

Often—and again, I’m speaking of political leaders who co-opt evangelical Christianity, not its individual adherents—the quality of life in the next world seems more important than the conditions against which individuals are struggling in this one. Jesus’ promise that the meek will inherit the earth somehow becomes a subtle assurance that the reward of the meek will come in the next world, but in this one, they should keep quiet and quit agitating so much. Moreover, if our individual relationship with God matters most, issues of personal piety can eclipse interpersonal responsibilities. And, the reasoning goes, if God is vengeful, then surely America, his anointed nation in the eyes of the far religious right, has the right to inflict his vengeance on the world, even if it requires preemptive military action that is obviously contrary to everything Jesus taught.

The marriage of radical-right Christianity and radical-right political conservatism has given birth to another offspring: human beings who are almost granted a license for bringing about God’s prophecies. Jesus’ teaching, “You always have the poor with you, but you do not always have me” (John 12:8), becomes a sort of fatalistic excuse for ignoring poverty. After all, some on the far right seem to say, God said poverty would always be around, so what do you want me to do about it? (By the way, that teaching about the poor from the Gospel of John is reported similarly by Matthew. But I prefer Mark’s version: “For you always have the poor with you, and you can show kindness to them whenever you wish; but you will not always have me” [Mark 14:7]. The middle clause is, in my view, the essence of the verse.) In a similar way, global warming becomes a fulfillment of the book of Revelation’s prophecy of environmental destruction in the End of Days.

Again, we can interpret those verses differently, but one thing is quite clear to me: Prophecy and its fulfillment are God’s business, not ours. If God has some purpose in inflicting suffering on the world (that’s pretty hard for me to accept, but we can have that theological debate another time), that doesn’t grant humanity permission to ignore the suffering of our brothers and sisters or to not be good stewards of this fragile planet Earth. The saying Lincoln invoked when he spoke of slavery is just as true of these other evils: “Woe unto the world because of offenses; for it must needs be that offenses come, but woe to that man by whom the offense cometh.”

The question we face today is not whether to banish religion from public life. America never has done this, nor should we. Each of us brings our personal values, whether spiritual or secular, to bear on our political beliefs. Rather, the questions are whether the call we hear will be grounded in hellfire or hope, in the rewards we expect or the responsibilities we feel, and, most of all, whether our conception of what is right will be based on personal piety or morality-in-community. It is the latter vision to which Dr. King’s “Beloved Community” calls us. The Beloved Community gathered together the elements of Dr. King’s vision—racial equality, peace, economic justice, and more—into an interwoven tapestry of love. It was a dream rooted in spiritual faith, one that recognized that God’s love is realized most powerfully in our relationships with one another.

My church, my faith, is the one grounded in love, not fear, in hope, not hellfire. For me, God is a God of love. God isn’t telling us to love one another in exchange for a reward. God is telling us to do so because it’s right. I believe in God as a creator, but a creator who was smart enough not to undertake such an awesome task alone, who instead invited each of us to join in the ongoing call to renew the world. God has given us the gift of life, and God wants us to use it to figure out how to live together on this little sandbox called Earth.

And my God is a personal God. This much I have learned, for although I have offered prayers all my life, it was not until 1998 that I fully understood the power of prayers—my own and others’. That fall, I was attending a meeting in Pittsburgh, where our son David, a local radio broadcaster, lived. Our oldest son, Rob, delivered on-air traffic reports for a Washington, D.C., radio station, riding in a single-engine plane each rush hour. I was in my meeting when David called with a combination of urgency, fear, and matter-of-fact directness in his voice.

“Rob’s plane crashed. The pilot was killed. Rob’s still alive. He was sitting in the flames, and they got him out. That’s all I know.”

Rob’s plane had crashed into a house while the pilot attempted to land in heavy fog at an unfamiliar airport. No one in the house was hurt, thank God, but the pilot died when the plane burst into flames on impact. Rob sat in a fireball of burning fuel until he somehow freed himself from his seat belt, climbed out of the plane, and rolled on the ground until the flames were out.

A four-hour car ride later, David and I were at the burn unit of Washington Hospital Medical Center. As we rushed in, I remembered my days as a part-time chaplain at the University of Pennsylvania hospital in the late 1960s, when the rooms I most dreaded to enter were those in which patients had suffered burns or undergone tracheotomies, each of which entailed horrible suffering. Now our son had both. The sight of him was beyond anything I can describe. He was scorched literally from his shoulders to his ankles, his back was broken, and he needed a tube in his throat because he had inhaled super-heated air in the cockpit.

Merle flew in from California—this happened during my tenure as president of the Claremont School of Theology—and arrived that night. The moment she saw him, years of experience as an operating room nurse told her Rob’s situation was grave, but her brave face and calm demeanor shielded me from knowing the worst. It would take a miracle for our son to survive and an even greater one for him to walk again. Each day brought horrifically painful changes in his bandages. He underwent repeated operations as surgeons repaired the burn damage with grafts from his scalp, the only area of his body that was not severely burned. His broken body was forged back together with a series of metal rods.

Merle and I moved into a hotel room and spent fifty-five days by Rob’s bed, packing his body with ice to fight fevers that spiked to 105 degrees as his body fended off infections. And we prayed. We prayed for Rob to survive and to heal and for God to give us the strength to endure this ordeal. Not only did Rob survive, his body healed so completely that the doctors were stunned. Today, he installs TV satellite dishes, making his living by climbing up on roofs. And he still gets a kick from setting off airplane metal detectors with the rods that hold him together.

God gave us another gift as well: For the first time in more than three decades as a minister, I fully understood what prayer can mean. I do not believe God plays tricks, inflicts tragedy, or dispenses the miracle of healing on the basis of who offers the most fervent prayers. But Merle and I did learn the strength people can draw from their personal prayers and from one another. Friends and colleagues from around the country told us they were praying for Rob and for us, and in a physical way that defies description we could feel, tangibly and meaningfully and literally feel, the force of their prayers. They were a cloud of witnesses who blanketed us with love, who reminded us that God’s spirit and theirs were with us, that we had to endure a great deal, but that we did not have to do so alone.

Another minister whose son died of AIDS once told me, “This is going to sound strange, but if this had to happen, I wish it had happened earlier in my ministry. I have been comforting mourners for years, but I never appreciated what they were going through.” Rob’s accident was a learning experience for me just as the death of my friend’s son was for him. I had been counseling people to pray for all those years, but it was not until my own family was coping with tragedy that I understood what prayer really meant.

The greatest lesson was that the power of prayer is its force in this world, not another. And that is the kind of spirituality we must feel and practice to heal our world today. My faith is not one of waiting for future rewards. It is a call to act today, to feed the hungry and clothe the naked and visit the prisoner with the fierce urgency of now. My God hears prayers, but I believe the prayers God answers are the ones we precede with the words so wonderfully formulated by Marian Wright Edelman, president of the Children’s Defense Fund: “I take responsibility for…” It is not enough to ask God to heal the sick; we must provide for their health care. It is not enough to pray for relief for the poor; it is up to us to provide it. It is not enough to pray for our fragile planet; we must take personal responsibility for its future. I believe in moral absolutes, none more so than those Paul identified in a letter he wrote in prison: faith, hope, and love. But these are not mere feelings. They are actions. They are ways of life.

Above all, and here is the most important point, the truest measure of morality occurs in community. For morality-in-community is God’s calling. This is the church I follow, the church of Dr. King’s Beloved Community, the church whose work is felt in the world around us, not simply the world to come. All we can know, and all we can act upon, is the imperative to love one another. We are admonished in the first book of John, “those who do not love a brother or sister whom they have seen, cannot love God whom they have not seen” (1 John 4:20). I have not seen God, but I have seen children go hungry because the social supports on which they depended for nourishment were pulled out from under them in the name of faith. I have not seen God, but I know our earth is getting warmer, our schools are crumbling, our people are sick. I entertain no notions that God is speaking to me about politics; I believe God would rather I listen to the voice of a single mother or a child holding up an empty bowl and asking for food. For in those voices, God’s call can be heard.

And more than ever before, whether the cause is poverty or peace or the healing of our planet, those voices are crying to us for help.
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