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It’s a real pleasure and honor to be back with you on the 4th of July Sunday. I may have missed 
one, but I think I joined you for this Sunday almost every one of the 12 years I served in 
Congress. I looked forward to these occasions to reflect a little on the spiritual dimension of 
politics and on the political dimension of our spirituality. So, I’m glad to be back. Thank you for 
the invitation. 
 
I’m still a sucker for the ideals of American government and politics.  I’m looking forward to 
listening to the NPR team recite the Declaration of Independence on Morning Edition 
Wednesday morning  . . . to being reconnected with Jefferson’s evocation of the American 
political dream: 
 

We hold these truths to be self-evident: That all men are created equal; that they are 
endowed by their Creator with certain unalienable rights; that among these are life, 
liberty, and the pursuit of happiness; that, to secure these rights, governments are 
instituted among men, deriving their just powers from the consent of the governed; 

 
We are blessed with a fundamentally good society.   But indifference and neglect sometimes can 
provide the space for bad things to happen – space where the forces of arrogant power or bigotry 
or discrimination can find expression.  Perhaps the greatest long-term weapon against those 
forces is education in the core values of this Republic.  
 
We are all created equal, and each of us owes the other the mutual respect that flows from our 
equality before the law.  That applies just as much to the way each of our representatives ought 
to respect one another – in part because they have been invested with authority to speak for a few 
years for a few thousand, or a few hundred thousand, or a few million of our fellow citizen 
electors. But mainly because if our fundamental political values are those of equality and human 
rights, then our fundamental political behavior has to be that mutual respect – civility. 
 
Our system of government is grounded in the rule of law, in the rights of the individual even 
against the power of government, in due process and equal protection.  The Founders were 
bipolar – at once endorsing the need for strong government and in the next breath expressing 
their skepticism of it. 
 
That skepticism shows itself most powerfully in the constitutional division of powers among 
the branches, designed to check each other’s likely excesses. 

 
As Madison put it in Federalist 51: 
 

In order to lay a due foundation for that separate and distinct exercise of the different 
powers of government, which to a certain extent is admitted on all hands to be essential 
to the preservation of liberty, it is evident that each department should have a will of its 
own; . . .  



2 

 
But the great security against a gradual concentration of the several powers in the same 
department, consists in giving to those who administer each department the necessary 
constitutional means and personal motives to resist encroachments of the others. . . . 
Ambition must be made to counteract ambition. . . .  
 

Hearty and vigorous and even pointed debate is essential to a healthy democracy. But it can only 
thrive when circumscribed by a sense of civility and respect. In sketching out the essential 
behavior expected of representatives, Madison penned a wonderful statement of the virtues of a 
Republic in Federalist 10: 

 
To secure the public good and private rights against the danger of such a faction, and at 
the same time to preserve the spirit and the form of popular government, is then the 
great object to which our inquiries are directed. . . .  
By what means is this object attainable? . . . . 
A republic, by which I mean a government in which the scheme of representation takes 
place, opens a different prospect, and promises the cure for which we are seeking. . . . .  
The two great points of difference between a democracy and a republic are: first, the 
delegation of the government, in the latter, to a small number of citizens elected by the 
rest; . . . . 
The effect of the first difference is, on the one hand, to refine and enlarge the public 
views, by passing them through the medium of a chosen body of citizens, whose wisdom 
may best discern the true interest of their country, and whose patriotism and love of 
justice will be least likely to sacrifice it to temporary or partial considerations.  

 
I’ve always thought that language should make anyone holding elected office – from City 
Council to Congress – stand a little taller. 
 
We need to air and examine the many different interests and points of view in this diverse 
country.  That’s a necessary and appropriate role for politics and elections. But there have to be 
limits that recognize that the day after election, we have to work together again. 
 
We can question the wisdom of the other side’s ideas and the merits of their policies without 
questioning their good will or their patriotism.  I wish we had some sort of political anti-
defamation league – one that could blow the whistle on gratuitous libels thrown by Democrats at 
Republicans – an organization that could restrain the slanders by Republicans of Democrats. 
  
We need to find a less divisive way to choose our leaders. That’s because the only way our 
system of government ever gets much done is when we have a modicum of cooperation and 
compromise between the major parties, working things out in the middle of the political 
spectrum. That is, when we have re-established a sense of political community.   
 
Several dimensions of our political culture and the sociology of America and of its representative 
institutions conspire to get in the way of a more charitable or less malicious politics. 
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Imagine the typical conversation on Election Night in the 70s – don’t have to imagine, Bev and I 
and many of you were there in ’74 when Tim Wirth was first elected to Congress. [Ad lib re 
what’s happened over the last 30 years re congressional families as a result of the changes in 
American families and the effects that has on congressional schedules, family life, and any sense 
of community among members of Congress.] 
 
Restoring a sense of community in our politics is not some do-gooder’s dream. It’s a necessity. 
And, as we have seen in the not so distant past, it is possible. 
 
Not so long ago, so the story goes, when a young Lyndon Johnson was a freshman member of 
the House of Representatives, he got a little carried away during debate one day. He made some 
pretty hostile comments about the Republican side of the House.   
 
Speaker Sam Rayburn is said to have called LBJ down to his private office for drink that 
evening.  He counseled his Texas colleague about the unwritten etiquette of the place:  “Now 
Lyndon, you were a little tough on our Republican friends this morning. You have to remember, 
they are just our occasional adversaries. The enemy is the Senate.” 
 
Well, it’s hard to imagine a party leader these days advising a freshman member in the same 
way. Lately, the advice has more often been to watch out for those people on the other side, and 
not to be caught consorting with the enemy.   
 
Or, put the other way around, on many issues these days it takes a courageous person in either 
party to reach out to the other side. And the kind of people who will really listen to an opposing 
point of view and seek common ground are in very short supply. 
 
Why is that? Well, one big reason is the way we divide up the political territory after each 
decennial census. Redistricting. 
 
Let me take a minute to explain how this severely compromises the civility of our politics. [Ad 
lib re the changes in data sets and technology – computer power to manipulate data to draw safe 
congressional districts, and the effect of a greater number safe districts on aggravating the 
partisan behavior in the House.] 
 
I wish that with the change in control in the House last year, the new Speaker and Majority 
Leader had struck a different tone and recognized more publicly that in a divided government 
there is no alternative to compromise; that compromise is predicated on trust; that trust-building 
with the other side is essential and a sign of strength.  
 
It really shouldn’t surprise us that an institution like Congress, that is intended to be 
representative of the people, occasionally reflects our less tolerant side and our less generous 
disposition.  A society that practices road rage can expect harsh behavior to show up in its 
politics.  The casual indifference that we exhibit toward each other with constant cell phone and 
Blackberry use will show up in Members of Congress who don’t have the time or inclination to 
get to know their colleagues.   
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In the absence of those basic human, personal relationships, there is too much room for mistrust 
and misunderstanding.  Not knowing the people on the other side as individual human beings 
makes demonization and ridicule much easier.  Conversely, finding a way for political opponents 
to know each other well enough to remain merely opponents, not enemies, is vital to constructive 
and respectable politics. 
 
[Omitted: The surest antidote to bigotry and misunderstanding between groups or religions is 
education. We can not expect the American people to support the 1st Amendment if they don’t 
know what it says and what it means – if they don’t understand the historic circumstances that 
surround it and the Bill of Rights, and the strenuous legal and political work that it has taken for 
nearly 220 years to fully implement its protections and its proscriptions.  
 
These ideas and values, this history, is something our children must learn, and so it just be 
taught. In our schools. Sadly, this is an area of public education that has been seriously short-
changed over the last generation.   
 
It shows up, for example, in the chilling factoid that only about half of the American people can 
correctly name the three branches of government. It’s tough to run a democracy with citizens 
who don’t understand its structure. 
 
So, the quality of our politics, our ability to keep faith with our espoused values and our attention 
to civic and historical literacy are inextricably inter-related. ]   
 
I can’t tell you how critical it is for us to figure out ways for us and our political leaders to get 
along with each other better.  This isn’t just a matter of pleasantries; it is a matter of necessity.  
 
It goes to our capacity and our ability for self-government, because self-government ultimately 
depends on self-control.  And it goes to the credibility and so to the effectiveness of American 
power in a dangerous and troubled world. 
  
As Abraham Lincoln addressed Congress in 1862, so he might counsel us today: 
 

The occasion is piled high with difficulty and we must rise with the occasion. As our 
case is new, so we must think anew and act anew. We must disenthrall ourselves and 
then we will save our country. . . . The world knows we do know how to save it. We – 
even we here – hold the power, and bear the responsibility. 

 
And, as he prayed in his second inaugural, in words all too poignant for our day,  
 

With malice toward none; with charity for all; with firmness in the right, as God gives 
us to see the right, let us strive on to finish the work we are in; to bind up the nation's 
wounds; to care for him who shall have borne the battle, and for his widow, and his 
orphan – to do all which may achieve and cherish a just and lasting peace, among 
ourselves, and with all nations. 
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Well, we have a ways to go in making peace at home and abroad.  That will not happen without 
our being intentional about it, as individuals and as a society.  It will require this exceptional 
nation to be willing to accept and express a sense of proper humility. In an ever more 
interconnected and interdependent world, we need to appreciate that the hard power of our 
military works only as it is grounded in the soft power of our values. 
 
In his last presidential address to the Southern Christian Leadership Conference in August of 
1967, Martin Luther King Jr. gave us words of admonition and inspiration: 
 

“Now power properly understood is nothing but the ability to achieve purpose. It is the 
strength required to bring about social, political and economic change. . . . There is 
nothing wrong with power if power is used correctly. You see, what happened is that 
some of our philosophers got off base. And one of the great problems of history is that 
the concepts of love and power have usually been contrasted as opposites . . . so that 
love is identified with a resignation of power, and power with a denial of love. . . . Now, 
we've got to get this thing right. What is needed is a realization that power without love 
is reckless and abusive, and love without power is sentimental and anemic. Power at its 
best is love implementing the demands of justice, and justice at its best is power 
correcting everything that stands against love. . . . It is precisely this collision of 
immoral power with powerless morality which constitutes the major crisis of our times. 
. . . So, I conclude by saying again today that we have a task and let us go out with a 
divine dissatisfaction. Let us be dissatisfied until America will no longer have a high 
blood pressure of creeds and an anemia of deeds. . . . Difficult and painful as it is, we 
must walk on in the days ahead with an audacious faith in the future.” 
 

So, in the days ahead, let’s go forth with our own divine dissatisfaction with this still imperfect 
experiment in representative democracy, but with an audacious faith in its future.  If the men 
who signed the Declaration 231 years ago could pledge their lives, fortunes and sacred honor to 
its fulfillment, we can at least pause for a few minutes Wednesday to hear their dream expressed 
and refreshed anew for our time. 


